A magnificent novel of blazing passion and breathtaking love by 
the award-winning author of Cutters Woman and Summer’ Knight 
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A STUNNING NEW ROMANCE FROM 
VIRGINIA BROWN WRITING AS VIRGINIA LYNN 





A FIERY VIXEN 
With amber eyes and hair the color of flame, Lady Brenna of 
Marwald possesses a rare and fragile beauty. But beneath 
her gentle curves beats a fierce heart—and an even fiercer hatred 
for any man who seeks to bend her to his will. Now, as King 
William decrees that Brenna marry one of his own men, the sharp- 
tongued noblewoman vows to kill any fool mad enough to try... 
A SAVAGE KNIGHT 
Dark and brooding and infinitely dangerous, Rye de Lyon is 
William's most fearsome warrior—and a man who always gets his 
way. Stung by this glorious wench who dares think she can 
best a seasoned soldier, he accepts the fair lady's challenge—to 
school the lovely Brenna in obedience and teach her the 
sweetness of surrender... 

A PASSION BORN OF FURY... 

AND UNQUENCHABLE DESIRE 
In a forbidding castle, surrounded by stone walls and terrible 
treachery, the forceful knight and his willful bride find 
themselves locked in heated battle...and then, in an enticing 
embrace, as Brenna discovers the pleasures of being... 
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“[ Lynn's] novels shine with lively adventures, 
a special brand of humor, and sizzling romance.” 
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BRENNA’S HEART WAS POUNDING 
WITH FEAR. 


““Get back!” she said sharply. “‘Are you a fool to 
brave my blade?” 

A smile curled his mouth but didn’t reach his eyes. 
“And would you stab me before the wedding?” 

“Aye. I would slit you from navel to chin with no 
less haste,” she hissed at him. 

“Then do it, demoiselle.” This time the smile 
reached his eyes, and he moved closer. 

He was tall, very tall, and his shoulders were broad, 
filling out the fine velvet of his tunic. A broadsword 
hung from a wide leather belt at his side, seeming out 
of place with the elegant clothes, yet fitting for a man 
with such a hard face. Brenna felt a thrum of appre- 
hension. 

There was an unholy beauty about him, a silent 

ise of ruthless determination and masculine ap- 
peal that made Brenna’s throat tighten. She stared at 
him without blinking, fascinated. 

“Do you approve, my lady?”” came the slightly 
mocking question. 

Brenna straightened immediately. “What do you 
want with me?” By this time, every nerve in her body 
screamed at her to flee, but she refused to have any- 
one think she was a coward. 

Ignoring her first ——— his reply was short. “I 
want you, demoiselle. 
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PROLOGUE 
England, 1066 





Ocroser winns were cold. Ten year old Brenna of Mar- 
wald shivered as she tugged her cloak more tightly 
around her body and tried to stay out of the way. The 
stockade teemed with activity. After being gone for over 
a fortnight, her father had returned late the night be- 
fore. Now he made ready to ride again. 
Dunstan was mounted on a fresh horse, and he looked 
weary. Behind him, her brothers Rannulf and Whitley 
into their saddles. Ridgely and Corbet led fresh 
mounts, while Myles sulked because he was too young 
to ride with the rest of his brothers. 
Brenna ran up to Rannulf and tugged at his boot. 
“Why are you leaving again so soon? You've only just 
come back from fighting the Norsemen! Where are you 


going? 

Ranoulf reined in his horse and looked down impa- 
tiently. ““Hawking, little goose. Where do you think we 
go? With William in Pevensey, and half our men still 
traveling from Stamford Bridge in York, we have time 
aplenty on our hands.” Brenna flushed with anger at his 

“Leave her be, Rannulf,”” Dunstan ordered; his cyes 
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were troubled when he gazed at his daughter. ““We 
hawking, child. Stay with your Ay 


you— , 
a3 with her,” Dunstan replied shortly, then 
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was deathly pale, and her lip was bleed- 
she’d chewed it. Beads of sweat dotted her 
despite the room’s chill. 
be’s turned,”’ Mistress Maisie said, and she 
ip at Gytha with a worried frown. “If we can- 


.* Gyche grasped her mistress’ hand ‘Do 


save her.” 
unnoticed in the peril of the moment, hid 
curtains at the head of the bed. As Mis- 
t to oie work, Lady Clarice’s body 
agonized scream cut into the air and 
heart. € She closed her choking back a sob, 
to her mother’s cries what seemed like an 


it grew quict, and she heard the midwife mut- 

ter that the child was a boy. “A big one, as are all of 

ee. Mee ee nee “Fair tore her in two, 
I Tag 

A thin wail cut into the air, and Maisie held up the 

“es ea “Healthy as an ox, for all that he’s killed his 


"Gta was weeping. “She bleeds, mistress. See how 
the is soaked? We We must stop it.” 

“We've her the gall of an oak,” Mistress Maisie 
replied. “ "Tis all that can be done for now. Have her 
drink the die bercytie P’raps ‘twill save her.” 

Lady ice lay quietly. Her face was so pale, so col- 
Orless. Brenna crept forward to stare at her mother. 
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some of her own warmth. 
“Mother, you'll be well soon,” Brenna said with des- 
te conviction. “I know you will be. Rest, and when 
father returns from hawking, he can carry you down- 
stairs to your chair by the fire.” 
Lady Clarice lau hollowly, the sound eerie and 
bitter as it eme from that pale, waxen face. 
“Non, ma pauvre petite. 1 will not go 


again. 

“But you will, Mother, you mast.” Brenna looked to 
Gytha, seeking further assurances, but the old woman 
was weeping into her hands, her bent shoulders shaking. 

the child’s brow, and she turned her 
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England, Winter 1076 





to me if the king lays waste to these 


ae 
her amber cyes riveted on 


Shrugged; long 


.” Brenna 
hair 


him with her defiance as 


will not marry a Norman 


you seem wont to do.” 


composed, 


well to allow 


chin lifted and her face 


her. She knew him too 
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the lands I’ve regained because ye fear the touch of a 
man.” 


“Damn you!” 

“Nay, listen—ye’re well marriageable age, but we 
Rael nnA piel oaipengs anataasy aaa bes ips 
one shall be chosen for ye.”” His mouth curled slightly. 
“If I choose, daughter, I will see to it that ye have a man 
SG SR Pn egnk y hk Dire Sexe See 
to ae 

Her head tilted back, her hair flowing like silken fire 
over her shoulders. T; eyes blazed at him. “Unwill- 
ing to do? Or too . 

Tt was a deliberate taunt. 

Dunstan’s broad palm caught her across one cheek. 


a wooden bench and pushed the hair 
her eyes to face him. “Get to your chamber, 
Brenna,”’ Dunstan ordered, “and pray for proper humil- 


“T'll never be humble, nor will I ever cower before 
you or any other man,” she ied in a half snarl that 
made Dunstan’s cyes narrow. His anger faded into baf- 
fled uncertainty at her continued Geleace: Sensing vic- 
tory, Brenna rose, thrusting out her chin. Her 
father gave a muffled oath. 
Brenna laughed. “I'll kill any man you choose, so be- 
Fos i Saiatigoriny Avera deenacinncss ert 


i 
fi 


She whirled away from him, the gaping, ter 
rified faces that rege. from the hall 
with her head high Let them stare. Let them 
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Brenna stecled herself 
memory as she mounted 
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stone stairs to her sec- 
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’s favor. 
Beaumont grinned. “If he weds her, it may be the last 

wench he ever tumbles.” 
Lyon, one dark brow lifting skeptically, glanced at his 
. “Do you truly think a mere woman could 

best a seasoned knight?” 
“This is no mere woman. Look at her.”” Beaumont 
gestured to the table. “‘She’s tall, and it’s said that she 
wields a dagger like a man. She even rides her stallion 
astride like a man. No doubt, her husband find it 
ppt Ge vat 


i 


Lyon’s attention drifted from Beaumont’s laughi 
apa ages nly hag angi vg Beg ag 
the sulky ion on her face that made her less than 
beautiful. Her unbound hair streamed over her shoul- 
ders in a fiery river of light, and rounded 
thrust out the gunna kirtle she wore. A golden gir- 
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who dares wed her.” 

“Nay, Raoul.”” Lyon shook his dark head. “I was told 
only that she must wed William’s man.” 

‘Aye,”” Beaumont said then, “I'd that you 
were in Normandy so long battling d” for your 
father’s lands. You are the victor, I presume.” 

Flicking him a sardonic glance, Lyon murmured, “Of 
course. D’Esteray is as big a fool as was his father. That 
was not what delayed me, Raoul, but a skirmish for Wil- 
liam in Anjou.” 


uneasy glance 
ev eet irl. “She is not for you,” he 
at Lyon’s quick, hard stare. “What I 
etowed. She he's shacp tongue, and abe not seid 8 
. She has a tongue, she’s not afraid to 
say what she wishes.” 

“Are hinting that she might throw my parentage 

—or of it—in my face?” 
“Aye, my lord. She would, and not think twice about 
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it.” He couldn’t oe meet Lyon’s narrowed gaze. 


“She told Periault he was fat and riddled with the 

. Gervaise heard that his mother was a sow and his 

a wastrel,” j umont said, “Scarcely a 
man in has her barbed tonguc.”” 

A faint smile at the corners of Lyon’s hard 

mouth. “She not say such things to me but 


and one a small dirt donjon common to the Saxons. 
pe Mes Saas se Seige See eo oer eee 
roads and collect a great in tolls. They once be- 
longed to her mother, a Norman. After Hastings and her 
mother’s death, she was sent to Normandy as hostage, 
along, with her father and three brothers. The girl was 
given to her mother’s l¢ to raise and has only re- 
cently returned to at William’s command. Ten 
wagonloads of goods are to go with her, as well as three 
Se dasiecs dx ieee tap'end bah OR 
gun fortifying the stone keep as a bridal gift.” 

“She’s fortunate to i 
times,”” Lyon murmured. His heavy-lashed eyes widened 
slightly, and he examined Raoul de Beaumont’s troubled 

ion. “So you do not think I should offer for the 
, mon ame” 

“Nay.” Beaumont softened his blunt with an- 
other shrug. “I think it would displease William to have 
you kill her. Dunstan was once a powerful Saxon baron, 
who has now sworn liege-homage to William. Our ki 
has said that her alliance with a Norman will help bi 
the two countries together.” 

Lyon snorted. “I’ve seen evidence of binding all over 
Sean Serserwe, ghee miata Seek aie bas- 

in every keep we've visited.” 
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to William or been bound to him by licu of sons in his 
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, mayhap. Fool, never. But brave 
. That woman is a she-cat, sei f 
to tame a mere cat than a li 


matter that 
t William -had 


peng. 4 
value on her. She was not like other 
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Brenna was quivering with fury and humiliation. To be 
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of prowess on the field of battle, Sacaiocitane: ibaenceie 
oN eee agemenapraseipeae mgs ere 
cat. 


and was grateful to Ballard for helped her, Fair, 
Se ndied nether the amore would not have 
had such an arsenal of at her command, With 


the information he’d given her, she had managed to 
compose an impressive list of insults for every cligible 
suitor in William’s court. 


peetid ad one of Wilem's knights, To see those high- 
born Norman knights and barons reduced to quivering 
bes Dgre bo 
renna began to mount the stairs Sook eee her 
chamber, one hand spreading over the 
velvet of her kirtle. The noise hom the hall faded as she 


Secpik ecise edd belly tb a 4 fortress with 
sop ovr aml ehcp toe tresses. It seemed 
that the Norman king knew well how his subjects felt 
about him. 
A burst of laughter erupted below, and Brenna’s lip 
curled. Damn them. Damn them all. 
eects sommes hen lames at the an- 
of the stairs, Brenna movement 
her. She turned hier tedasd eacvlegs 00 tit 


VIRGINIA LYNN 


18 


Pani 22 Gy WR 
: tt 4 i de | q} a alg ie 
hn PB gh edelaia ap 
ah bee aja ve i 
5 PP Ciaita 2 3x nea 2 bs 4 
(ae and iG Hae 
Bite eel 
fh Nil Hele Tit in 
HOTU Hae FHL 


LYON'S PRIZE | 19 


“Do you approve, milady?”’ came the slightly mock- 
Brenna straightened immediately. ““Whoreson,” she 


For the first time in , Brenna was truly afraid of a 
man. She steeled . She could not let him know it. 
It would be fatal. 

Her laugh rippled through the air, and she clutched 
her dagger tightly at the slight narrowing of his cyes. 
“Do you want me, sir? How very unfortunate for you.” 
Edging up a step at a time, Brenna put some distance 
between them. S maacdiags d ericinbe Boor osccbehsy eve 
ing indolence. There was somethin; 

Seiliaed a pala wciag Sie wen Wilh 
without warning. 

She reached the top step and flung back her head in 
defiance. ““You won’t have me, Sir Knight.” 

“T always get what I want.” 

It lay between them, that softly spoken statement, as 
certain and confident as sunrise. Brenna’s mouth felt 
suddenly dry, and her heart slammed against her ribs. 
Yea, she’d been right. This man was dangerous. 

“I'm afraid, sir, that you are doomed to disappoint- 
ment this time.”’ Her smile flashed briefly and falsely. “I 
do not wish to wed.” 
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lazy. 

“*Twill do you little good to fight me. Save yourself 
the of it, demoiselle.”’ 

At his light, mocking words, Brenna redoubled her 
effort to push him away. She shoved the heels of her 
hands against his broad chest. It was like pushing at a 
et Ren ees Come 9 hare One Beery 
lifted in an inquiring slant. 


ue color was hot and shimmering with 
enough fire to warm an entire vi . To Brenna’s 
shame, he seemed to sense her sudden and was cruel 


stomach. 
His movement snapped her out of her momentary 


“You cod’s head,” she blurted between gasps of air. 
She kicked at him, and had the brief satisfaction of see- 
ing him wince when her foot stabbed into his shin. He 
peng Mapa sysop ligne pamege sat capgs ay 
and this time he gave an audible grunt of pain. 

“Have it your way,”’ he an instant later, and 
Brenna felt the muscles in his arms flex. 

He moved gracefully for so large a man, stepping back 

smooth, effortless mo- 
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gave an angry gasp. She was furious that he hadn't been 
courteous enough to use her language or indicate that 
he understood it, and even more furious that the man 
known as the Black Lion would dare come to court her. 

you are. You're the king’s man.” 
Lyon made her a brief half bow, not releasing her. “As 


arm 

“Do you not? Then you are unlike any Norman 
knight I’ve ever known,” she taunted. “You are rough, 
ene ees Se save your own 

“I'm not like man you've ever known,” he replied 
with an amused lift of his brow. “Do not think it for an 
instant.” 

Breaking into the tension between them, Dunstan 
asked in a curt tone, “D’ye mean to court my daughter, 
my lord?” 

**Nay, I meant no such thing.’”’ Lyon seemed amused. 
“T mean to wed her, not court her.” 

Brenna trembled with ah ge Fasc agn 


blood 
with a Norman knight of William’s! You're all alike, 


“Do not say it.” His hand down on 
her wrist, threatening to snap the bones. “ "Tis a 
pi apc nn n his cold blu 

renna saw the warning in ic and sur 
prised herself and everyone else by yo 

She stood mute while her father tated, then ac 
cepted the marriage proposal on his daughter's behalf. 
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i thing .” Brenna 

her cool gaze on the courtyard below the window. 

— the king’s brother is a spineless fool. All know 

Dunstan snorted. “‘It matters not if the man has cour- 
age. He is an cari—” 
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this Rye de 

L Why he come to Marwald? And why had he 

for her? He was already wealthy. What did he 
hope to gain? 


Rye de Lyon knew the answer to that question. He knelt 
before his king and looked up with a rucful grin when 
Wilkests-adkes! cur tt weomespichcda Semele’ aide: 

“Beau sire, she is everything you said. And more. She 
ae tongue ever heard, and is over- 
Pe William laughed. “I.chose her master well, I think: Do 
you wish advice, Lyon?” 

“From you, beau sire, I would take it.” 

“Brook no insults from the lady. Be fair, but stern. 
She will yield to you, as did my Maud to me.” 

Thinking of William’s queen, the coolly regal Matilda 


taunting epithet of bastard. He could well understand 
the emotions behind such a harsh 


else, to save her from her father’s heritage.” A faint smile 
touched his stern mouth, and Lyon had a brief impres- 
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sion of a itating statue before William continued, 
“Tt seems that the ir Lady Brenna has not relented in 


for seven well age, 
she has been to be a dutiful wife. She may 
have ah » 


Rye’s brow lifted sardonically. “Rough edges? From 

what I’ve seen, the lady would make a decent foot sol- 
dier. She wields a weapon most deftly.” 

1 ara a 9 SR RE BO 
bind to another. Your loyalty is truce, and I would 
not cause you unnecessary misery.”” 

Rye was silent for a moment. Then he said, “Nay, 
she’ll suit me. Ofttimes a firm hand is all that’s 
no heedless cruelty.” He lapsed into silence 
in, then added with a twist of his lips, “Besides—I 
i omenacey em orneanorn-ouenes eamommmesie etal 
prickly charms left me wanting more.” 

. “Many a man has been caught in that perfumed 
woman has ever led me by a chain,” Rye mut- 
with a scowl. “Brenna of Marwald will not do 


others have not managed, no matter how fair. ’Tis 
a passing fancy, but welcome since I am to wed 
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Beaumont drew a deep breath. ““Messire, I do not 


ing signed 


in the background, Beaumont bent 


4 5 pt? 
” 


= 
> Few women can read or write their names, 


Raoul. The Lady Brenna’s mark will suffice.” 


Hint 
Bt ule 


Lyon absorbed this for a moment. His chiseled fea- 


“Aye, lord, but the Lady Brenna is well schooled in 


“Nay, Raoul. This is as good a time as any.”’ His smile 
was brief. “ "Tis the 
rbot Saas pide tba 


quickly, too.” 


Aware of the ki 
his knee and said, “It is a bad time, my lord. I shall come 


again when you are not occupied.” 
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tures hardened slightly. **Tell me what honeyed words 
the fair Brenna sent me.” 

ing his head, Beaumont between truth 
and tact. “She does not wish to you and asked that 
her sire not force her.” 
Fig gece eter pgs 1 Dae rey pee sepa ae 
a 
Beaumont’s head snapped up. ““Nay, lord, but there is 
Sib iebtl far Spo’ tc hear oll tor “bee! woot” 
From behind L came a soft chuckle, and the mur- 
mured comment William, “History itself.” 
Lyon ignored his liege for the moment. His bluc eyes 
ScabbEA ex Bbatitincsit; and Wal DAK tron gattiatet ome 
mes Gh egecp tapered ny 3 eye c 
m.” 
Indignation grew in Beaumont that he should be the 
bearer of such words, and anger sparked his retelling. 
“She said, my lord, that her eee oe 
heart or hers ere she wed you, that it made little 
difference. She does not intend to wed you.” 
““And that is all?” 
“Nay.” Steeling himself, he added stiffly, “She asked 
her fa not to wed her to a man who is a bastard.” 


After a swift glance at Lyon, Beaumont backed from 
the room. He’d tried to warn the lady. Let her reap what 
reward she had earned. 
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““What do you plan, Lyon?” the king asked when they 
were alone. 


> 2" hae fae po 
. William smiled. 
you think "twill be easy? Brenna of Marwald 
seems a bit high spinted." 
one fist into the other, Rye paced the large 
Pert, ep setaaay his dark face was creased with 
fry. Aye, she is spirited, but not stupid. She will yield 
or 
“So she has said.” 
Swinging his startled glance toward William, L “2 
his muscles relax slowly. Fury rode him hard, 


“Did you consider that before you acted?” 

“Nay. Not at all. i erage cite eee a 
His smile was and Rye understood. 

“T would ask a sine.” 


“Speak.” 

“A special license. To wed without wait. Do I have 
iv” 

William grinned. Ris you have it. But bring 
me the document, and Twill ag 

A scribe was summoned, and the documents Beas 
mont t were signed sealed, along with a 
special license for marriage. 

Lyon bowed before his king. “With your leave, beau 
sire, I ride for Marwald.” 

Having received the king’s ion, Rye de Lyon 
strode from the hall and into Dalley, shinteiogt be tae 
<a gates He turned to find Raoul de Beaumont at 

side 

‘1 will ride with you, seigneur,” the young man said. 

“If you desire it. I ride to Marwald.” 
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Rachel watching 

~Visisote ae thie Tout, ty tas? whispered. 
She ran to Brenna. “Hide! You must! You know it will 
be the Lion, and he will be angry. . 

“No. Pil not hide from any man.”” Brenna’s lip curled 
in scorn, but she could not steady the slight quiver in her 
voice. ““What will he do to me in my father’s house?” 

“Milady, he is a fierce Norman knight. . 

“Aye, and cowardly Dunstan swore fealty to Wil- 
liam!” Brenna folded her arms over her chest to still the 
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could to answer you.” 


She shifted uneasily. “I did not require an answer.” 


His voice was 
Brenna felt a flutter of fear. 


but I intend to give you one. 


“Nay, 
and 
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night. By a priest.” 

at him. “Impossible!” she said at last, 
her noticeable now. “A priest the 
banns .. .” 


“Have been read once. That will be enough.” His 
Sree Ceaned (A are Rei Seve ; and a priest. It 
cP 

“N wave of panic swept through her. She 

sided beck wp ee need mnie ott te tee ce 
steely grip did not budge. 

“You have misread me, my lady,” Rye de Lyon said in 

a harsh voice. Fase ark gmc (Ses apenah  ppacer Sy 


your father and your king, and your may is as useless as 
as 5 of a sheep.” 


= sl his 
incu accel te herself.“ wes aon 


Do you wish to die so 
soon then, my ? I have vowed to kill the man who 
would dare wed me.” 

“I am not so easily killed.” 
He seemed impatient, and slightly amused by her 
words. Brenna grew rigid with a rising fury that 
drowned out her fear. And caution. a 


All amusement faded from his cyes. S Lyon 
cupetlan hehe Pecygah eed salen Bare his. 
metal mail dug setpoint Bon 

his 


her arms. She could see the spiky points 
tick uses, the lin his le es, and the flare of his 


any 

rough rude brothers dd nx have the sme dea set 
features as did this man. 

Holding her hard by the wrists, Lyon lifted his whip. 
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Lorp Dunstan HEAVED an audible sigh of relief. It was 
over. Brenna was wed to the Norman earl, and no longer 
his responsibility. Whatever folly she committed now 
would be laid at Lyon’s door, not his. 

He glanced across the noisy hall at his daughter, and 
his mouth tightened into a bitter slash. “She’s full of 
hatred and resentment,” he muttered to the man at his 
side, “but I do not feel I deserve it. I loved my wife as a 
man should. "Twas not my fault she died, but Brenna 
would never listen.” 

“*My lord?” a new voice said at his elbow, and Dun- 
stan turned from his steward to see Lyon’s escort wait- 
ing to speak to him. 

“Beaumont, is it not? Sir Raoul de Beaumont?” 

“Aye. The scigneur requests that you make ready a 
clean chamber for the bridal night,” Beaumont said with 
a polite bow. 

Startled, Dunstan said, “Will not my daughter's 
cham—” 

“Nay.” Beaumont shook his head. He seemed faintly 
embarrassed. “He thinks ‘twould be better if the lady 
were in—unfamiliar—surroundings this night.” 

43 
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“Ah.” Dunstan nodded his understanding. “I sup- 

pose he has already taken her dagger from her.” 
“Aye.”” Beaumont looked away, his gaze moving to- 
ward the table where Brenna sat staring straight ahead. 
She sat quictly in the midst of the chaos around her, the 
minstrels and soldiers and noisy servants. Her back was 
to the chair, her arms drawn over her 


He leaned forward, fixing Beaumont with an intent 
gaze. “Tell your lord to *ware of her temper, sir, If she is 
in a rage, there will be no hot supper, nay, nor decent 
wine. A man is more likely to find sand in his bowl, and 
sour ale in his cup.” 

MO pon red heen Mcgecreer coher ae aiscry(D 
“that Lord Lyon will be able to convince her *rwould be 
most unwise to commit such folly.” 

Dunstan sat back with a derisive snort. “Aye, so I 
once thought. She taunts a man with her sharp tongue, 
then makes him wish he could crawl to his pallet of an 
eve, I never thought mere words could prick me so, 
but . . .” He lapsed into a brooding silence. 

“Do you think she would listen to words of advice 
from you?” Beaumont asked after a moment, and smiled 
faintly when Dunstan threw him an incredulous stare. 

“By God’s Holy Rood! Have you not been paying 
attention to matters these past weeks, Beaumont? She 
would not listen to St. Peter himself if he were to come 
down to speak to her.”” He shook his head. “Nay, I’ve 
learned to save my breath. Unless I’m so afraid I have to 
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keep who could speak to a gently bred if not 
gently reared girl on her wedding night? No wonder 
Brenna of Marwald was as hostile and rebellious as she 
was, having lived in a full of crude, uncouth men 
who swore and i in front of her. "Twas small 
wonder she did not spit on the floor and scratch her 


Beaumont went to his failure to Lyon and 
Sand that men not at al ised. 

Rye flicked Brenna a thoughtful glance. She still sat 
tigltly, hie back versigint oni’ ter chit ued, Heer eres 
combed her long hair until it like firelight, 
in wispy filaments over her and i 
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i fo dagger, and there was ice in the gaze that 
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Standing abruptly, he held out his hand to her. 
“Come, wife.”” 

Brenna stared at his hand, at the broad palm and long, 
blunt Slowly, silently, she her small hand in 
his, and it was dwarfed as he his around it. 
He - 


t 
ff 
u 
d 
i 


gre 


Her maid was waiting on them in the small room he 
had chosen. Rachel dropped Lyon a brief curtsy. “Who 
gave permission to come here?” Lyon demanded. 

“My lord,” she said with a slight stammer, “I am used 
to tending my lady.” 

Brenna lifted her head, her hand still held tightly by 
Lyon. “Tis well, Rachel. I do not need a maid this 


ing slightly churlish, Lyon relented. “Tend your 
then leave us.” 


He released Brenna’s hand, then stood watching while 
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cided to press 
near the fire, her 
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“T say it is.” 
Her lips twisted. “I meant, lord, that we shall not 
drink it.” 
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Brenna for several long moments. 
some time to my lady,” he said 
at last, % both of them gaze “I 


and his arrogant male body. 

Brenna swallowed heavily and averted her gaze. “Yet I 
will give you my promise for now, lord,” she said 
q , 

The bed dipped beneath his weight, and her startled 
eyes flew to Lyon’s harsh face. “Nay lady, you will give 
me your word not to ever take up another weapon 
against me.” 
cae i rig per ri nr nc vty ie 
is m thighs on each side of her body; gave a 
grunt of satisfaction. 

“You're a foolish wench, Brenna of Marwald,” he said 
in her car, “but at least you’re not stupid.” 


long strand of her hair in his fist. His heavy arm moved 
to lie across her waist. 
“Tomorrow,” he said after a moment, “you will talk 
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CHAPTER 4 





metal bits and horses stomping, and she hear the 
increasingly familiar bang scrape of construction. 
Wiliam’s walls 


her memory returned She swept a cautious glance at the 
man beside 

Long strands of her hair were around his fist 
She recalled with a of bitter rage how he had delib 


z 
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slipped from his . She saw that his hard-muscled 
frame was marked with scars, some old, some new. In his 
profession a man bore many scars from . 

She sucked in a deep breath. The taut, muscled body 
of the Norman was entirely nude, and she remembered 
with a hot sense of chagrin how he had made her yield to 
his demands. She hoped the Norman would forget her. 
cowardly surrender 


y a 
The Norman. Her husband now, bound to her by 
slenekin. so Mw. nen ean boge.s Se it of her 


stomach. Brenna shot a at the , then 
flicked the sleeping man glance. Her throat 
tightened. 


He was awake, his thick-lashed cyes boring into her. A 
moment passed in taut silence, then he said softly, “I 
would not even consider an attempt at escape if I were 


“But you’re not me.” 

(a Riiek mule Sesmen, ae comnesa OF bie. Spe. 52%, gaRe 
drifted downward, to where the covers had slipped 
her breasts. Flushing hotly at his slow appraisal of her 


bared body, she for a fur to cover . Her 
chin lifted defiantly above the pelt at her throat. 
“Let me up.” 


His mouth quirked with amusement at her haugh 
command, and a black brow lifted. “Anxious to begin 
your life as my bride, demoiselle? Don’t you care to linger 
in our bed?” 

Brenna glared at him and shoved at the arm draped 
Wet cat be etaaied i pee cae ne 

“That can if your "t 
sweeten.” He lifted his arm from where it lay across her 
middle and bent it behind his head, but kept his grip on 
her hair. “Is this better?” The movement ti the 


2 


55 


LYON'S PRIZE 


bis 


ree ents Hp qe 
te hi at igi: 
hips BEG anti 
td z £7 i ] Ly 7 
Piha ite ui 
: i Al “ping Le 
ate He H PEARS ce 
Pe 
Hep an aay 


$s 
Pe 


Hl 


56 


VIRGINIA LYNN 


HE 432 re 

ti Hes ant ‘ il 
fai jE EL i tlt 
wi ial | Hii el 
ee HE Aue it Hi aye 
bi ip phy SHE : a ao 
Te eee ata 
Beas s 2 -3 ES 585 : 
Haye, BRU ee ple 


57 


LYON'S PRIZE 


Stee 
iin 
api E 


i 


Ee 
ra HE in 
adeltiy 8 
its ul 
Sesayeg® sbuee 
ie He Ht 
1 HI 
Hert an 11 : 
tbs 


his linen 


gi 7 bled gations be 
Brenna of Marwald,”’ he said as he reached for 


itt 


beat 


58 | VIRGINIA LYNN 


— covered Rye’s legs 
tapes to sivas belt hia weeks Be 
she waited. 


5 
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ites heit thtvicdi nee Silachin dhe Commented 
with a faint smile. “It’s been over ten years, Brenna. 


“Not willingly, 1 am certain.” 
Rye * . I will not have it said that my 
wife speaks treason with every breath. You’d best learn 


Brenna clenched her teeth to keep her unruly 
perm a the oa for her. 
© keep from ¢ concentrated on dress 
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gunna 
slender hips. 
“Let me do that!” she at him when his bi 


i the 

. Then he slung her goldlinked girdle around her 
n his big 

hands could not manage the last clasp of the girdle that 


“That must be Rachel,” she said. “She probably 
wants to see if I survived the night with a Norman say- 


“Ah, but your ight has yet to come, sweet Brenna,” 
he mocked her. “Wait until I bed you to claim survival, 
‘Brenna opened the door for her maid and saw the 
frightened glance she gave Rye. 

“Come in, goose,” she said softly in the Saxon 
tonguc. “I am well.” 

Rachel began to tidy up the chamber, stirring up the 
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“Watch her closely,”” Rye instructed. The man nod- 
ded his understanding. ae sere nt ena 
J aha a ge eR SRN 


“His will not thank him for an ” Rye said 
with heavy irony. Beaumont in relief. 


“Seigneur! I am pleased to see you—well.” 
baseay ty? Is that what you meant to say?” Rye shook his 


ment I might have taken your assistance. She’s the 


“He didn’t. I chose to do so.”” Rye looked past Beau- 
mont at the carters mending a broken wagon wheel. 
“Lady Madelon and my sister now reside at Moorlcah, 


command.” 
For a long moment Beaumont remained quiet, then 
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he said hesitantly, “ "Twill be good:to see your sister 


“Aye.” 

Silence fell between them. Both men their 
thoughts to themselves, and finally Rye stirred. i 
a gauntlet against his palm, he cleared his throat. 

“Are the men-at-arms ready?” 

Grateful for a neutral topic, Beaumont nodded and 
he mi A SE ION ET LY 

how many horses were fit. Neither of them mentioned 
Rye’s stepmother again. — 

Engrossed in the ou of the men who would be 
} ing to Moorleah them, Rye didn’t realize 
icapan pre capone ince aren bese ra: 
in the sky when he paused at last. Flicking a glance at 
rarer Ci ae 


age faoreeriagriny or bapenh clbanelgs chads 
cled features. 


cacy vacates theta ame 
bluntly. The youth’s 
de much ar Nora, the yout 


Nay. ” There ‘eno loode here save me,” Rye repled 

coally You a a brash, braving sn 
an paler tons hand 

ping to the hilt of his sword. f his sword. Hie said ieeetle 
ee recs octeaietee atone 

“ *Tis fortunate that I am your brother by law, young 
Myles, or your head might be forfeit for such insolence. 
There are those men who would not give you margin for 
your youthful folly.” 
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“I need no margin from a Norman.” 
Rye kept his voice low. “Do you seck death so avidly? 
"Tis certain to come to you soon if you behave with such 


Seer CAC TT QE SY TRIER WRC 
sword. * to defeat.” 

“Is it?” Lyon’ rene wryly. “You and your 
sister must have from the same she-wolf.”” His 


cord Sree te nea pe 
Or, if you are man enough, seck life 

“In defeat?” 

“Nay. If you are so determined to fight with 
your intellect instead of your insolence. last rarely 
wins o’er the other.” 
into the youth’s hazel cyes. “I find it 


: : 
though: . “Are you capable with 
that sword you carry at your side, or do you wear it just 


<p StcpPing back, Myles drew a thin sword from its 
sheath. Ignoring the immediate attention that brought 

from several of Rye’s men-at-arms, who came running 
with drawn swords and fierce expressions, he asked 
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he slid his sword back into its sheath. 

“T have seen no evidence of nephews yet,” Myles said 
othe gecsasifiel gaipargront dapony Apia oe 
‘And my sister to murder you in your sleep 

Goll act Sait teas On eee” 

“Do you think she will succeed?” 

Grinning now, Myles shook his head. “Nay, if I were 
to ber, my lord, beth ties Aa I think.” 


y 
sidhlght shadow flickered over Myles’ face “T do not 
brothers will come to you, my lord. They are 
ek peso tton fre dior ta so trp. MA 
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example,” Rye’s voice was hard. “Dunstan is wise 
enough to recognize that survival lies in sagacity.”’ 
“My father is old and must survive the easiest way he 
perce fagsae ner Sone Mopars name 
ee Ser ee eet cine 
against Wi 
wticy know that, my lord.” Hesitating, Myles 
seemed about to say something, then shook his head. 
“Twill not be an casy decision for me, but I will think 
on it a while.” 
See eeauerest oie emesis netcete oe in the 


“Leave, hr orl 
“Aye. Did think I would stay here?” Rye gave an 
impatient of his head. “*There is no reason to lin- 


ger now that Lady Brenna and I are wed.” 

Miles gazed at him with open curiosity. “Do you take 
her with you?” 

“Of course. Where else would she be?” 

“We—I had not thought you would want to take her 
with you so soon.” 

“Well, I do.” Rye half turned to signal an end to the 
conversation, then glanced back at the youth. A shaft of 
sunlight glittered in his hair, SEES Be rueeet Saeco 
that made him think of Brenna. “Give your brothers my 

” he said. “ "Tis the only one they will get.” 

The unusual confrontation with Myles preoccupied 
him until he reached the great hall to find Brenna no- 
where in sight. He’d expected her to be seeing to the 
breaking of the morning fast, and it displeased him that 
his men would go hungry if she was being too stubborn 
to see to her duty. Upon questioning a nervous servant, 
be teamed. ries. he not yet come down from the 
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more than sixteen at best, drawing a light sword on a 
seasoned Norman knight. Nicer Die taal ead "beee 
obliged him and made short work of the matter, but for 


allowed women to rule them, had d them in 
the same light he regarded effeminate men too 
weak-willed to take up arms in 
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CHAPTER. 5 





She couldn’t finish the thought. 

“And then?” Rachel whi her voice quivering, 

her breath stirring Brenna’s hair and making her shiver. 
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many a time. If she was correct in her estimate, 


was only a mile or two away. They should reach i 


after dark. 


Turning, Brenna imparted this happy information to 


See S06: PERLICG PRADA EEN SOE, OF, 


"Thank God, milady! 1 was truly afeared that we 
would be caten by wild animals.”’ She shivered. “There 


” 


were sO many strange noises in the wood. . 


“I told you. Wind in the trees.” Brenna had no inten- 
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His voice carried across the sound of wind and whip 


of rain 


“Lady Brenna. Come here.” 


It would be useless to pretend not to hear him, 
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newly stuck barrow with my in your ribs.” 
“Have you gone mad, woman? Do you think to pro- 
voke me and escape unscathed?” 


thought—took Rachel up on his own mount with gentle , 
hands, and Brenna was left to see what her husband in- 
tended. 
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CHAPTER 6 





his flexed muscles. His face was shuttered. 

“Thank you, Beltair,”’ he said coolly to the master-at- 
arms. “I admire your fortitude in enduring her com- 
pany.” 

“Aye, seigneur,” Beltair replied, smiling a little at 
“eet, em : 

Taki arm in his tight grasp, Lyon ushered her 
into the . Smoke stung her eyes, and she blinked at 
the assault of light. The smell of food and fresh rushes 
did nothing to alleviate her anxiety. Across the cavern- 
ous hall her father was sitting in his chair on the raised 
dais. Dunstan rose slowly as Rye strode forward with 
Brenna in tow. 
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“I see you found her, my lord,” Dunstan said quietly. 
Rye slung Brenna in front of him by one arm, 


another matter, Dunstan. Do not let her move so much 
as an inch, or I will be di 

Dunstan stepped down the dais. “I will keep her 
by me, my lord, until you come for her.” 

“T need to wash myself—” Brenna began. 

“Nay, lady,” Rye said. “*Sit in your muddy garments 
and think about the consequences of your actions. 
Rebels need neither food nor drink, nor clean garments, 
but are fucled by hatred and impetuous urges.” 

“You are truly Norman in your thinking, my lord,” 
she said tartly, “for every croft and field in the land has 
been destroyed by your hand at one time or the other!” 

“And will continue to be, until all resistance is 
quelled.” Rye turned on his heel to stalk from the hall. 

She allowed Dunstan to seat her in the high-backed 

“You needn’t watch me as if I intend to bolt,” she 
said calmly as the silence stretched between them. 
“*Twould be futile at this late hour.” 

“**Twas futile carlier,” Dunstan snapped, “but ye’re 
too stubborn a wench to admit it!” 

She regarded him with her tawny gaze for a long mo- 
ment. How she hated him for wedding her to the enemy 
so that he might regain his lands. “‘Nothing is futile if it 
potee Oe. One. If you’d not lost your manhood, 
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coolly, ignoring fact that her gown was stiff and 
m and her 
Rye’s hand was 


“Mistress Maisie,” Brenna said in ise, and slid 
Rye an uncertain glance. What did he mean by this? He 
did nothing without , but she was at a loss as to 
his motive in bringing Maisie to 


your ; 
Doubt and curiosity kept Brenna silent as Rye 

them to the curved staircase. Torches threw fitful par- 

terns of light over the steps and walls, illuminating 


their path, and hissing in the 
When Rye open the door to a chamber rarely 
pe Shee err ese ¢ inten 


ee i ee 


LYON'S PRIZE / 81 


Whirling, Brenna yanked her hand from Rye’s clasp 
him. “Pll starve myself before I'll live as 


| 


“Milady, his lordship wishes me to spcak to ye on a 

ve matter.” 

“And what grave matter is that, may I ask?” 

“The consummation of your vows,”’ Maisie said after 
a brief pause. "Tis concerned, he is, that ye’re not well 

for the night.” 

It slowly sank in that Rye had brought someone to 

explain things to her, to case her fears so that she would 


not fight him. Her heart thumped with dread, knowing 

that this night he would not be 

Mea her head, she said, “His | ip is only 
with his pleasure. I know well enough why he 


brought you, mistress, and though I bear you no ill will, 
I will not fall meekly into his bed.” 

Maisie gave her a hel ata nite tonic ae 
own pleasure, milady, but "tis for your well- gh 
thinking. He was most specific about what "tis ye are to 
know.” 

Brenna whirled away from her and stalked across the 
0 premarin fire burning in a brass bra- 


“Tell me this,” she said after a moment. “Can you 


 Riabic blanched . rns terry “Nay, milady. 


He was most hard about that. I am to tell ye only what 
ye must know to keep yourself from needless pain, and 
that is all.” 

“I see.” Brenna kept her voice steady, controlled. “I 
am not to inconvenience him in any way, is that it?” It 
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was appalling, how very young and foolish she felt at the 
moment. Curse the Norman, for realizing that she knew 
less than nothing about what was to happen to her. 

Brenna turned. “I don’t wish him to be pleased, mis- 
tress. 1 wish to inconvenience him. Do you understand 
tha »” 

“Aye, milady, but "tis only your own self that ye spite. _ 
He will take ye, willing or no. "Tis only wise to know — 
how to ease your own comfort.” There was a short si- 
sme Fin brea Sn Sea ene ee that the © 


vows have to be consummated for the marriage to be 
legal and unbreakable.” 
Ob yes, she knew that only too well! 


“Nay,” she whispered, “I cannot do it.” 

She heard Maisie come up behind her, felt the soft 
comfort of a light touch. Brenna shuddered at it. 

“Milady, he must not be as fierce as he seems, else he 
would not have brought me to ye. Let me tell ye, let me 


help ye.” 

After a moment Brenna nodded. “Aye, mistress. Tell 
me what I need to know. I fear my education is sadly 
lacking, in spite of all I have seen in my father’s hall.” 


“Did she listen?” 

Mistress Maisie looked up fearfully at the huge Nor 
man who had her from her hut in the night. She 
nodded. “‘Aye, mi She listened.” 
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Rye levered his 
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quiet gloom of fire and 


When he turned, he saw that Brenna had moved and 


—— 
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* he murmured, 
face with a gentle hand. “I would not be harsh with you, 


“Yield, sweet Brenna, 
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Yet somehow she couldn’t summon the will to con- 
tinue the fight. Her treacherous body was erly wait- 
odie ageing te dons, Prmmce ord to fill 


Slipping his hard body inside her that first tiny bit, 
Rye paused, breathing hard, his head thrown back and 
the strong column of his throat working. Brenna’s ti 
inner muscles closed around him, gripping the end 
shaft in a convulsive movement that m him groan. 

“God!” he muttered coms rn tightened 
around her wrists; he pressed her into the 
furs'on the bed. “God!” he said again, the word corning 
out on a groan. 

Slowly, steadily, he pushed against her, squeezing into 
her with a heavy pressure that made Brenna’s entire 
fact deltbegan ws chunes pelayeenp anboneieaee 
slide of him rat het anbeororten sharp and searing. 

When he encountered membrane of her vir- 
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_ Then he to move again. The burning ache be- 
ec msm peters Yokes genet pte 
tering. Brenna fought him, her breath coming in shallow 
regent? eee drawing up in an attempt to push 

i og agi ¢asily, muttering words meant to 


once, sweeting. . . . God, you’re so tight . . . like a 
glove around me. . . .” 

Brenna tried to hold back her shaming tears, but the 
pain that was spreading her intensified, until 
with another groan, Rye forward in a swift lunge 
filled her com . The invasion tore a scream 
her. His mouth found hers again, caught her lips in 


: ally. dhisathed by her ody Rye lay tensely still. His 
, Rye ; 

arms were bent on each side of her body, and when he 

Fee ere na spemcdeaiem lenamapetriebts 
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“Your passion surprises me, Brenna,” he murmured 


“Show me only your back, Norman. I want nothing 


“P’raps “tis best for now, as you are sore from being 
broached.” He kissed her angry lips quickly. “But soon, 
my sweet, I shall give you what you don’t know you 
want.” 

Releasing her chin, Rye rolled from her, withdrawing 
peoee bor ney ae leaving: ber ociingly cones. She fet 
keenly and scowled at her weakness. throbbed; 
a Sy Spe to see the blood. Proof of his 
taking of her. The loss of her innocence, though in truth 
she could not remember a time when she had ever felt 
innocent. Ignorant, maybe, inexperienced, but never in- 
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a Somer tee erm erent ce 
not see he affected her with his touch. 

It shouldn’t be this way, she thought wildly, jerking 
her head away from his invading he shouldn’t be 
able to make her feel this treacherous weakness inside. 
This was his vengeance, then, this torment that made 
her body yield to him what her mind would not. She 
shuddered, thinking it more cruel than a beating would 


her. She thought of past disasters instead of his touch. 
ene mynre edemmy fire in her, she re- 
called *s destruction after i » lonely years 


z 
i 
§ 
cf 
oe 


long moment, his breath husking over her ear. 


andiae tak hanes ws. ence tote tx te dere 
levered to one elbow to stare down at her in the - 
“Tis not ice that runs in your veins, Brenna, but fire. 
I've felt it in your touch, heard it in your voice. Do not 

this game with me. You could win much by gentle 
yiec ” 

“Win what, my lord?”’ Her voice was tart. “Another 
hour of bed sport? I can well do without that. Go rum- 
ble one of the kitchen wenches. I hear they cast admiring 
glances your way.” 

“Do they?”’ She felt the smooth flex of his arm mus- 
cles as he tightened his embrace. “Then p’raps I shall. 
*Tis certain they will be willing to pleasure a man better 
than a highborn vixen, I vow.” 

Brenna fought the urge to rail at him, knowing he 


o 
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would only take that to mean she cared what he did. She 
didn’t, but he would assume with customary male arro- 
gance that she did. 

“Do what you like,” she said with casual indifference. 
“*But come to me with the stink of a whore on you, and 
I will make you sorry.” 

There was a long moment of silence; she felt the con- 
traction of his stomach muscles against her belly, then, 
to her amazement, heard him begin to laugh. 

“By all the saints, woman, you amuse me as much as 
you anger me."’ Rye’s laughter rumbied in his chest, and 
she grew angry enough to try to squirm from under 
him. He held 2 ogg pln oem vixen,” he — 
mured, still chuckling, wrapped his hand in her hai 
to turn her head up for his kiss. 

“Nay, my little Reitonat™ hac and whch sive Gnd ic 
turn away, “I’ve no reason to suffer another woman’s 
moods I have you so easy at hand. And I’ve come 


tempt to arouse her, but slipped his hard body back in- 
side her and took his own pleasure in spite of her fierce 


struggle. 
It occurred to her to resent the way her wishes were 
i but in the struggle to resist his searing thrusts, 
found her control slipping. It was all she could do to 
hold tight to her hatred. 
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po yg A es atone shear pt 

She exhaled slowly and didn’t offer so much as a snarl 
when one of her guards told her that it was time 
to remount. Perhaps she wasn’t hospitable, but 


the wench not know how to admit defeat? It galled him. 
Most men would have bent a knee to him by now, wise 


z 
z 
Fre 
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mouth in a taut line 

thrice him. He could under- 

stand the first time; there was pain involved in the 
of a maiden. The second time he had tried to 

ease her and give her . "Twas her own folly 

and mulish nature that prevented it. The third time 

—bah! 

His increased. St. Jerome! but he should 
pe cing are ty eens nd fom oy var 
woman. How could she have him so that he 
thought about her instead of ahead? No mere 


nara Snethecongnge = ts for the battle, 
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though he desired women, he did not need 
de cael on 

Yet somehow B i eee He 
ching of later st fuer sin ee seis ene sins 


le tower:‘Suacethy tals fiehed dick and luxurious. 


yy 


109 


LYON’S PRIZE 


thamselest act the fool over & woman 


Hy feet if 4325 1297 
FH HERTS 
ont Tan 
mY EE 
auntie 
| qraseigies 
yey 
Retire ne 
HAE Tans 24a" ae 


CHAPTER 8 





7 ino BE weld ge ea RO 
destrier tossed its head and snorted dangerously. It was a 
beautiful animal, but lethal. Trained war-horses were ca- 
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a rumble of thunder sounded. Horses trembled and 
snorted, and men scurried to tasks before the 


ar plowed 


ing storm. The sky rolled with dark clouds that 
out the softer hue of carly 
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“This Bes my lady,” someone said, and Brenna 


ig orders. 
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drawbridge grew louder. 
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beckonin forward. Lift- 
oma, She Sct of the Wale, sa 


iets iene ne rors 


to sec a 


a ore 


Ee 


[Hu BIRNEY me 


VIRGINIA LYNN 
keep. She knew what to do; it aaa Ree eet 
eo . That she had 
than not chosen not to abide by the 
against 
a glance toward Rachel, who 


Normandy. It was apparent that civilization was 
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“Please,” one of the women called loudly, “enter and 


be welcome. Moorleah greets you.” 
Brenna’s frown deepened. Rye had not mentioned 


her and sparing a moment’s regret that she 
had to enter looking like a windblown doxy, Brenna ap- 
dais 


proached the dais. 


Seeing Brenna’s glance, Lady Raissa released her and 
turned. “‘This is my mother, Lady Madelon, Countess of 
Lyon. Or—I suppose now, dowager.” 

Lady Madelon 


pe pap RS 


drummed on the arm of the carved chair. Her wide, 
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under the same roof? Nay, he had not been that big a 


as his stepmother took forward, lifting 

hand as if to strike Brenna. spas ec eee 
Sit tiesainl dag qubhedtooonte hele terete 
could connect. 

“Lady Madelon,” he said with heavy irony, “how 


ble dame 
a anpatiemetiny sea parm Vd H reeamn ee 
temper, and when she did, she gave Rye a long, steady 


“A fit mate for you,” she said at last. “But I always 
iste som rorshd auanage ao-Redhnvipes on bting ioncnoar 


left.”’ 
ie eed coor aidiowie ta hchianass ” Rye said coolly, but 
his eyes were narrowed and hot with anger. “P’raps just 
a scarcity of noble bastards.” 
“Noble? Aye, your father certainly t so. You 
could do no wrong in his cyes, no matter side of 
blanket you were whelped on 
The bitter words h heavily in the air, and Rye gave 
a nonchalant shrug. “* is no secret that my father loved 
me. P’raps ‘twas to make up for the absence of a 
mother’s tender care.”” 
Lady Madelon stiffened. “ Tis not my fault that the 
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“You need not come to the hall to cat if you prefer,” 
he said after a moment. “I will send someone with food 
to our chamber.” 
His offer surprised her, and Brenna smiled at him be- 
fore she thought. “ "Tis not necessary, my lord. I am not 
that weary.” She studied him for a moment, feeling an 
cae ce tas access Cok Mahaney toe 
arrangement tures marred 
thin scar that curved from his left eyebrow to the sharp 
angle of his cheekbone. 
lue eyes beneath the black brush of his lashes were 
fixed on her politely, regarding her with a kind of wary 
ence. It occurred to her he merely wanted to 
her and his stepmother separated, and she didn’t 
blame him. She had no special desire to trade barbs until 
she was more rested. Then she would join into the fray 
with all gusto. 
oe you wish that I should take my meal alone, my 
“Nay, milady. Do as you will. Makes little difference 
to me.” 
His careless reply banished the softening she’d begun 


to feel, and she snapped, “I always do!” 
Some of the humor returned to his remote gaze, and 
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mother has never forgiven either of them for Rye 


liam’s favorite minstrel.” Her voice shook slightly. “He 
was slain in the attempt, as was Taillefer.” 
Brenna was silent for a moment, then said, “I’m 


“Aye. More so for Rye than for me. I loved my father, 
spent most of his time with him. And he had to 


Sadat peenamantadeomin wed her.” A 
sad smile curled Raissa’s mouth. “It was a great embar- 
rassment for my mother, and even when the pope re- 
fused an annulment, Papa continued to sec his lady for a 


“This doesn’t bother you?” Brenna stared at the girl 
in amazement. 
oe Heim Qeragemnaest ae raves Peedi 


up with the gossip. "Tis common 
where, so Lenn certain you wil hear of e before much 


i 


passed.”” 
“Aye, do like to talk—unless it’s their secrets 
Brenna slid a speculative at Rye. 
He’ suena: bbe ot eb vighe: Sie arco other side. 
Lady Madelon sat at his left, and she was engaged in 
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animated conversation with Beaumont. Rye stared 
moodily into his cup. 
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she would allow this Norman jackal to say her 


nay! 


man with her 
but I am feel 


“Squire,” she said, 


ee 
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well. I 


long 


Somewhat gratified that he had not argued her com- 
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mand, Brenna’s ebbed. She had been surly, when 
she should have her tongue. It wouldn't do to look 
roo bold, not now, not since her was being 
observed and noted by many of Madelon’s ac- 
quaintances. give them fuel gossip? Her 
resistance could be done in private. 

“Thank you, my lord, for your consideration,” she 


to remain awhile, my lord. The jugglers amuse me.” 

“Another time.” His fingers tightened on her arm 
when her cyes flashed defiance. “ "Twould be ill advised 
to offer another protest, milady. See how avidly Lady 
Madelon awaits your humiliation?” 

It was a telling point. Brenna nodded stiffly. “‘Aye, my 
lord. I believe 1 am feeling weary again.” 
Chuckling, Rye pulled her with him, and they crossed 
great hall toward the staircase slowly, impeded by 
the antics of the acrobats and trained dogs. Soldiers and 
knights were laughing, some of them drunk and grab- 
bing at the servant girls. Loud squeals rent the air, and 
an occasional yelp of pain cut through the din. 

It was nothing Brenna hadn’t seen and heard before, 
but when a particularly overzealous suitor gave a roar 
and swung his screaming choice into brawny arms, she 
couldn’t help a small gasp of rage. 


e 
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“Stop him!"" she demanded, jerking to a halt and tug- 

1 Bapbon etter tte ate ase vader 
swung a terested glance toward couple, 

“1 don’t thitk #0. Bourchard has been tumbling Daisy 

for over a year now. She seems to like it.” 

“Like it! Do you hear her screaming?” 

“Does she sound hurt?”” His brow snapped down. 

“Tis a game they play, Brenna, that’s all. I do not allow 

men to harm an unwilling maid.” 


smiled crookedly. 
“Still afraid, brave Brenna?” 
“Nay. "Twas just a chill.” 
“A chill?” He crossed to stand in front of her. “Then 
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struggle when he pulled her into his embrace. As always, 
she stiffened. 

“Do you hate me so much that you cannot stand my 
touch, ch¢rie”” 

She thought for a moment. “Nay, "Tis not just your 
touch, but anyone’s. I do not like to be fondled.” 


was wry, and she detected the weariness beneath it. “J 
am not a man to look without touching. . 


“Ah, another challenge, my sweet?” His hand rubbed 


down her arm in a leisurely caress, and his expression 
was thoughtful as he watched her shiver with reaction. 


union between man and woman.” 
Brenna strained away from him, feeling his ing 
arousal against her. “I am sworn to the fight,” she mut- 


Clenching her fists so hard, her nails cut into her 
palms, Brenna forced her attention away from his ca- 
resses. Almost desperately she said, “*I thought Normans 
always had much restraint, my lord. Do your words 
mean that you could not curb your desire at the mere 
sight of a woman?” 

“T could if I chose.”’ He tilted her chin up.on the curl 
of his fingers to look into her face. “1 do not choose to. 
You are my wife. I have a right to look at you. And 
touch you.” 

“Ah, it’s so nice to know that just the sight of my 
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“T mean not to prick, my lord, but to understand. I 
ata ee ee ee 
} speak of.” 
seemed to rankle. Rye inhaled , and the 
skin over his cheekbones turned a dull red made his 
dark complexion look ruddy. It was an important revela- 
tion to Brenna, who suddenly understood that a man’s 
ability to pleasure a woman upon his whim was impor- 
tant. To fail at it seemed humiliating. 

After a moment Rye said roughly, “ "Tis no great feat 
to curb desire, but "tis better to be fulfilled.” 

“If “tis no great feat, milord,’”’ Brenna shot back, 
“why do you not allow me to see for myself how it is 
meant?” 

“How do you expect me to do that?” Rye’s hands 
loosened on her arms. “‘If you mean that I should not 
ever touch you—” 


2 
- 
E 


“Can what?” He raked a hand through his hair and 
stared at her suspiciously. “You're ing in riddles, 
and I am too weary to puzzle them.” 

“Can just look and not touch.” She shrugged at his 
narrowed glance. “You've said you find it casy 
I would see for myself that you speak the truth.” 

“What game is this you seck to play?” 
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eee =. eRe oe, mae, but a test. Can you 
OA ace J gon ncthsing bust a.clep of tunes, daneiailie 
There can be no conclusions here, as I do not care if you 
think me too weak-willed to resist touching you. I have 
without a woman for months before, and if you 
think your beauty so great T cannot rest you, you ae 


In spite of his angry words, Brenna saw the uncer- 
ny his eyes. She hrugad 

well, milord. You say you are not overset by my 
female attributes, and | believe you. "Tis your choice to 
es rere ; 
“Aye,” , and as to prove it, jerked her 
a if pe cr Empl seg a compel 
apis ag mange ad eaprinemy ayrniae Bau 
him steadily. With a soft curse Rye thrust her away 
him. “Curse you, woman—do you think you’re superior 


“Aye, milord,”” Brenna said, her words meek, but her 
tone plainly triumphant. Rye shot her a furious glance. 
“St. Jerome! but I think that the women in paradise 
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CHAPTER 9 





Rye’s ABSTINENCE DID not last poe beak een ar 
core, eter wrifenat ee the 
room, he rolled over 

“Nay, chérie,” he said otc a resisted, “* *tis 
my wont to touch you now.” 

“Then touch and be damned!” 

He chuckled. “You do not lose well, ma chérie. P’raps 
you should lose more often so you will know how ‘tis 
done.” 

“I seem to have lost only contests of strength against 
you, but do not intend that it shall always be thus.” 

ag eeirae heater tems reth ie Wes citi 


Satah wher cen tatevastecies a tally stick if you like, 
of which one of us wins, and one of us loses.” 
Ferman eset Reema oe inn tan 2 eae 
sharp breath when Rye’s rubbed down her 
vr theahing Foe pile goer pe By atom gh “Stop 
] 
“Why? You seem to like it. . . .” 
“Nay, I do not.” Brenna caught his hand, but he did 
not slow in his long, smooth caresses that sparked a rag- 
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the role of Lyon’s lady. 


“I doubt she will need 
garments, or to 
, see to Gilles. He needs his 


left, “I will be at your service. 
Sefery ley shortly. 


her choose new 


help 


el “and minstrels. Go 


il 


ty to see to the comfort of those here at Moor- 


jate your kind 
n now.” S 


I 


and thou 
that 


Site ae 
held out her hand with the palm up. “I understand you 


have the keys to the stores.” 


> 


xe 


ecard ber ae 


coals that she 


, 


Soon 


Lady Madelon 
femains filled with 


for warmth. “I see no need for you to concern yourself 
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where girl 
out of leading strings. I’ve no desire to bear Rye’s anger 
should he return to maggoty bread and cold meat this 


” 


“Neither do IL.” Brenna’s tone was , and she 
tamped down her rising irritation with an “I am 
not so untried as you might think. I was trained in the 
household of Lady Bertrice Fouchard and know what I 
am about when I choose to act. The ring of keys, 
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relief, Brenna motioned for 


of 


of stairs 


led the way to the 


0 


his squire to follow 


done 


rising to their chamber. Fortunately Rachel 


already had the huge wooden tub 


work well and 
half-filled with heated water. Towels 


her 


lay on a stool, and a 


nor had she yielded to 


dictates in her aunt’s household to do the same. She’d 


practice that bade the women of the house- 


b backs 


and proffer bowls of scented soap. 


ater 


dismay 


her 


those 


& 


she found herself hurry- 
just to escape humiliation. 


her witout er coment It was the dente 


very things 


a 


her without her consent. It was the desire to 


in front of Lady Madelon that 
to coax him to a 
Sane tg gt 


chamber 
few trusted servants 


Batak 


g F 
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be cleaned without offering an explanation. 
“pi he’s less than eager about fetching your 
miigpied, Cabting ecuintd evep miei ¢ ick dock or 
d, rubbing scented soap across a thick cloth un- 
Oh ie Wan cichs with: lathe: “Pee toch WE4 bons tiore 
Rye leaned back against the high side of the tub. “Do 
Horpliony Monanentpe doahecbrznete Me meaeapir hes 6.9 Ive 
been you possess your own less than gentle mount, 
one that tried to take off the arm of my ostler Jess than 


three days past.” 
“Did he?” Brenna smiled and knelt on a stool beside 
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your sufficiently to be bored. When I am, then I 
will seck others to amuse me. For now—you suit me 
weil.” 


With a squeak of dismay, Rachel flung his clean 
clothes toward another stool and fled, lifting her skirts in 
both hands as she skimmed over the floor with the other 
two maids close behind. The door slammed shut behind 


them. 

— she should have been furious with him, 
Brenna felt an irrational spurt of amusement well in her. 
For some reason the memory of the horror and terror 
on poor Rachel’s face as she cast Rye’s clothes in the air 
struck a chord of laughter, and she bit her lips against it. 
Perhaps it was just a nervous reaction to the strain of her 
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eyes glittered like gold. “ 
“I see that 
lesson well 
have a formidable weapon, 
as he led her toward 
ber, but shot him several wary 
smile. She scowled. 
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possibly increas wrong. 
Rye hid a grin. “‘There’s a lot to learn at first. Come. 
Lie down, and I will show you things about yourself that 
you do not know.” : 
She shook her head. “Nay, I wish only to know about 
ey seem did Th uld 

ye did not argue. The time would come 
when she would not say that, and he knew it much bet- 
ter than she. He dared not shatter this easy acquiescence 

acts. 


with 
When 
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“T , it,” she murmured at last, her breath soft 
and “that you would show me how to torment 
you, milord.” 


His laugh was low and husky. “Aye, chérie, but to do 
a must first know how it is to be tormented.” 
A gasp drifted in the air between them as his 


E 


until she was moaning and for him 
Bed sheets were wadded beneath them 
when he finally drew back and his body up to 


ie F 


she said sullenly, 
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“Leave me alone,” 


“Nay, sweet wife, I will not. Nor do 


and he laughed. 
you want me to, 
my touch, despite your sharp 


for 
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Your 


body and 


for a long mo- 
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“Yea, I will hear it. P’raps not willingly, but you will 
say it to me, sweet wife.” 

Some of Brenna’s passion cooled as she glared up at 
him with angry eyes. ““Vain Norman! Do you think that 
I yield so easily to your touch? I do not. Nay, though I 
admit that there is much about this that surprises me 
fra the ‘depeh of sensstion you are able to arouse, I 
have no doubt that any other man as skilled as you in the 
arts Of ecxual matters could do the same. P'rape I should 
see Me 

Her words ended in a gasp as Rye snarled savagely and 
leaned over her, gripping her wrists and pinning her to 
the feather mattress with a quick motion. 

“Do not say it, Brenna,” he warned so menacingly 
that she couldn’t speak. “Do not ever say that you 
would take another man into your bed. You are mine, 
and there will be no other. Ever. Do you understand?” 

“Do you love me so much?” Brenna taunted despite 
Fal of apprehension he provoked with his fierce 


He released her wrists. “Nay. But I hold what is mine, 
and you belong to me.”’ His touch was possessive as he 
ran his hand over her body, his expression daring her to 
argue the point. 
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over the edge of control and into shattering release. 
Brenna cried out, clutching at him with her hands, 
panting in short, gasping breaths as the waves swept over 


Rye 


With her cyes still closed, Brenna could not answer. 
When Rye began to move inside her again, secking his 
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own reward, she knew she'd lost an important battle as 
she rose to meet his body with willing passion. 


When Brenna awoke, the fire had burned low, and she 
was jerked wide awake by the realization that Rye’s men- 
at-arms had not yet eaten. She sat up with a sudden 
movement that woke him. 

for Peet are You going?” he murmured, reaching out 

Brenna pulled away, suddenly shy at facing him. 
“Your men have not caten, milord. 1 would see to 

Rye’s voice was thick with sleep and satisfaction. “I 
am certain Raoul has given the order. Stay here with 
me.”” 

“But, lord, "tis m mo tes see to them.” Brenna 
avoided his reach as she slid from the bed. “Would 
you have it said that your wife was so poor a mistress she 

lying abed with her husband rather than feed 
gry men?” 


ating, Rye said, “Aye. I would, indeed, prefer it 
to be said my wife pre’ my appetites to those of 


my surly men-at-arms. But,” he said, cutting across her 
angry protest, “I do not want it put about that you are 
lazy. So go, give Raoul the order to have the men’s food 
put out, then come back to me.” 


noncommittal reply as she slid her and kirtle over 
reached for the li girdle that held her 
ber, she glanced back at 
cag gear her. She shut the heavy door 

and half-mocking smile. A hot flush 
wondered if he was thinking 


should have thought of another way to stall him, 

but that had seemed the swiftest. It would have been 

more shaming for hi discover Lady Madclon’s 
men, 
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“You have my leave to pay her court, if that is what 
you wish, Sir de Beaumont,” Brenna said at last. “Of 
course, the rest is up to God and the maid.” 

oes ernment pag Serng A dene 


am made to understand, milady. Thank you for your 

generosity.” f 

Smiling, Brenna said, “It is not mi , Lam sure.” 
Of Brenna's pleasure dimmed as Beaumont ket 


Brenna was well aware of Lady Madelon’s fine hand be- 
hind the furtive she received. The servants waited 
to sce who win out, dowager or new wife 


“Outlaws,” Brenna corrected with an insincere smile. 
“T understand that there are few rebels protesting Wil- 
liam’s crown these days.” 

“Yea, outlaws or rebels,” Lady Madelon said with a 
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youth, he was trained well to respect me.” 

“Tis not a respect he feels for all women,” Brenna 
Sean ool arate nn Toe Sependon hiecklidhood 
needs too greatly.” 

“Do you forget that I was the only mother he ever 
knew? He has not forgotten, I am certain, and will allow 

than 


z 


partner 
Curling her fingers into her so deeply that she 
left half-moon cuts in the skin, Brenna said, “*I 


was under the i ion you were not a very good 
mother, Lady Madelon. He's spoken of a lack of atfee 


Srvc akg Barteria ; rr hows 
was a hi whore? Nay, was 
none, nor will there ever be. But respect—aye, he was 


a nena 
“You will find, I think, that instills much less 
leniency than love,”’ Brenna said , realizing as she 
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“A dagger.”’ Raissa’s voice trembled as she gestured 
to her son. “He was told not to play with it, but he did, 


hid i 
shadows, so that only a pale glimmer of his face 
in the cleft. Brenna knelt close and folded her 
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you like to see the scar?” 

Gilles finally mumbled assent, she held up her 

drew back the sleeve to her kirtle. “See? It is 

aoe it was once very evident. My father tended 
me.”’ 


a moment the small voice quavered, “Did it hurt 
? To have it tended?” 
as badly as it hurt to cut it,”’ Brenna said in a 
calm tone. “And my father told me a story while 
ic tended me, so that I hardly felt it at all.” 
story was that?” Gilles scooted a small bit 
so that she could see the tear streaks on his round, 
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hopeful, but his eyes were already beginning to drowse 
from the effects of the herb she had given him to drink. 

“Aye, I will come again. Next time I will tell you 
about the great battle fought between Arthur and Mor- 


dred, and how Merlin the magician helped the young 


[ lt thes onan donor, Rocsesiee deonaed: “Did 

you tell my nephew that Arthur was king of the Britons, 

) and as such, helped drive out the pagan, ic Saxons, 
chérie”’ 

__ Annoyed, Brenna turned and snapped, “Saxons and 

_ Britons melded to become one people, as you must 


them. ““How did is, Gilles?” 
The boy looked sti tly abashed. “I played with the 
Grandmére told me not to play with,” he mum- 
without looking up at his uncle. 
“Did you? "Tis certain that your punishment for not 
pee dag nl Ane Ringoes cong os 
“Aye, milord.”’ Gilles lifted his head after a moment, 
and the trace of a grin flickered briefly on his lips. “A cut 
is much better than some punishments, I vow, as your 
fold: me such a fine tale of knights and Bastle. 
ing Brenna an amused glance, Rye stood up 
and raked a gentle hand through the boy’s dark hair. 
onc 


a method of recovering her good es rather than 
think of old tales of British kings and for n glory.” 
“Tis not forgotten,” Brenna pointed out, irritated 
Be eee desi ne 
legends of King Arthur and his knights wi told and 
retold as long as there are men who desire to be re- 

__ minded of love, honor, and courage.” 

q “Indeed, chérie?” Rye lifted her to her feet and pulled 


VIRGINIA LYNN 


160 


Hi 


i " 
h At 
Hal 
nui 


§ 


——— 


Wu a a0] ; ae 
it Ce one i 

oe 7 inal if ip 
i Hel an aaa it 
1p uted Hanis 
iE Haut aE LH rie aa 
iv teh sre ill } i : 





i 
z 
; 
a 
E 
H 
i 


reflected with a cynical smile 

Feeling awkward and uneasy, Brenna sat stiffly on a 
stool near Rye, as he would not allow her to leave but 
made it pron) cemuntemdvar hs Recbalienna 
that she was to stay. easy patter of their conversation 
flowed around her, and despite the fact that she knew 
one of the people they spans of sad secognined: only 
few names her past, she began to grow more re- 
laxed. Somehow just being in Raissa’s company had a 
softening effect on anyone she came in contact with. It 
was a trait that perplexed Brenna, and she was still puz 
zling over it when she heard that soft voice rise in pro- 
test. 

“Rye, nay! Do not promise me to d’Esteray, I beg of 
you. . ” 


thing evil about that man.” 

Rye’s voice was hard, his eyes cold. “‘Yea, I agree. He 
and I have never been able to stomach one another’s 
company at even the best of times, so I wanted to be 
sure you were not fond of him.” 

“How can you say that!” 

Grinning, Rye said, ““There are times it’s hard to read 


unlikely suitor desirable.” 

“Men and women,” Brenna put in » “look for 
quite different things in a mate, I believe.” 

Rye’s blue gaze shifted to her, his brow lifting. “Do 
they, my sweet? What do you look for?” 

“That is a moot point now, my lord, as you are well 
aware. Like most women, my wishes were not taken into 
consideration.” 


“Probably best, or you would have wed a Saxon rebel 
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and found yourself swinging alongside him from a gib- 
bet, I'll warrant.” 
Brenna glared at him. Raissa quickly intervened by 
asking Rye if he’d had more news of d’Esteray’s activi- 
ties. 


Rye shook his head. “Nay, not since I disabused him 
of the notion that he would take my lands from me. 
fet entree a 

i issa said, “‘It could ing to do 
whir te Sarthe Ue iter seca ee 
dishonored by all.” - 
Rye shrugged. “And it could have ing to do 
with the fact that I was forced to kill him for it.” 
Staring at Rye, Brenna saw the faint flicker on his face 
id nctiye Sgophea sph wry Lakme 


" » milord,” she said with a faint flush, “I was 
not listening.” 
“Tis evident, ing. I merely made mention of 
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“the men who outlaw,” Rye drawled, his gaze coming to 

rest on Brenna. ; 

a: ie feet ¢ flash of anger. “You would trick them into 
, milord? How nobic. Were we not speaking of the lack 

of honor earlier?” 

“1 only seck to save them from their own,” Rye said 

ina outlaws 


_ Turning away, Brenna did not answer. It was apparent 
that she and Rye would never agree on a subject, espe- 
_ gially the difference between Saxon and Norman. 


bearded man said in a ing mutter to his compan- 
jon, who shrugged. They h in a copse of trees for 
warmth, and rain dripped in a ceaseless patter from 
leaves overhead 


4 § aArgul be even worse if we were foolish enough to 
_ defy the Black Lion,” the youthful companion said 
a few moments, and carned a wrathful glare. 

, oe co, One over ey thie Nermans: chet 


ee ete noe fe rate of contion?™ Snore. 


ene 
now instead of later.” 
Fixing him with a steely glance, the boy reached up to 
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his brother’s shoulder. “Try not to hate so hard, 
whi. ‘Tis bound to end badly for you if you travel 
that course.” 
“But I am bound to it, as ye are bound to your quest 
for a that will never be.” 
men fell silent, and the rain pattcred down as 
they huddled in their cloaks and waited for dawn. 


CHAPTER. 1.1 





In THE pays THAT followed, Brenna found a routine that 
kept her hours busy, From morning mass at dawn to the 
first breaking of fast to the noonday meal, she scurried 
between duties with an agility that would have as- 
tounded her Aunt Bertrice. Brenna had never been 
known for her domesticity, and she often thought of her 
aunt’s reaction should she ever hear how involved her 
niece had become with the proper weave of cloth or the 
contents of a stew. It was enough to make her laugh at 
herself at times, that small knowledge of how she had 
changed since her marriage to Rye. 

Rye. The most difficult and alien of all males she had 
ever encountered. He rode hard all day in pursuit of the 
outlaws, and his temper was never predictable when he 


felt a twinge of chagrin. 

It wasn’t that she was really afraid of him; nay, not 
that. Instead she avoided any confrontation with him, 
pe Baca. these Bef cereassohaherene A 
ments about inability to houschold or 
her husband. ay 
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“In truth, sire, | am not eager to hear her words when 
ge cone eal cr angela A 

Rye’s lightened his muddy cyes were 
pale with amusement “Nor I. *Tis not often she curbs 

tongue when moved to speak, and I am ever grateful 
for her silence.” 

Myles bowed slightly, then looked up at the earl with 
a lifted brow. ‘Do you hear it, then? Her silence? If so, I 
must admit that you have accomplished what none in 
our family were ever able to do.” 

“Do not be fooled, little Saxon. Lady Brenna keeps 
her own counsel only by choice, not by intimidation.” 
Rye’s tone was dry. “I do not flatter myself that I have 
had any to do with her softer nature.” 

A wide grin spread across Myles’s face, and he took 
the gauntiets from Ryc. “P’raps love has softened her.” 

“Love?” Rye shook his head. “Nay, I do not think 
love has aught to do with it.” 

Myles made no but followed Rye into the keep 
to help him remove his heavy mail hauberk for 
Dim torchlight lit the dark and just beyond 
in the hall could be heard sounds of music. 

“Minstrels?” 5 iy ae who nodded. 

“Aye, milord. Ballard from Marwald, who was always 
Brenna’s favorite, came this morn to sing her 
Rye’s mouth htened into a grim line. “At whose 
request does the fair Ballard come to Moorleah?”’ 
After glancing at him quickly, Myles shrugged. ‘ 
cannot say, milord.” 

“I remember Ballard. He sang songs of a Viking 
oA scapaanctah per canapanphice das se I must 


“Brenna needs little coaxing to be rebellious.” Myles 
met Rye’s narrowed gaze. ““She’s always been unruly, 
ever since our mother died birth. Brenna was 
there when she died and saw the whole of it. She took it 
very hard, I know, lord, and has not been tractable 
since.” 

For a moment Rye looked at Myles with a thoughtful 


a Mi ei, a et ae 
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“Nay, lord. But there was a young girl from the vil- 


lage. . She was Brenna’s friend after our 
mother died, and though she was a bit of a tart, she was 
not a harlot. P’raps you can imagine what toa 


young, ‘pretty irl when the Normans rode into Moor- 


“And Brenna saw it.” 

Myles nodded. “Aye, lord. The girl survived the day, 
but she did not survive the babe nine months hence.” 

Rye remained silent. He thought of the girl he had 
wed, and her stark terror and insistence that 
bear hi 
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am certain he is as well ined as 
Rye stared after him for a moment, 
there had been such a mocking disbelief in Beltair’s ex 


one should have told me you were here.” 
“Blame the new squire.” Rye took the chair, watching 

as Brenna seated herself gracefully on a low stool 

Boca we Gal made in her lap. She played the part of 
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conscious effort. Brenna, with the faint fragrance of 


(ig then separ erteorichin tila ad 
half on his duties as lord of Moorleah. 


His gaze to on Ballard, the fair-haired min- 
strel from Marwald who stood boldly before the high 
table with a lute in his hands. Ballard’s clever 
coaxed a melody from the strings, and his fine voice 
lifted in a song about invincible Norman raiders 


The echo of Brenna’s words to him in the nursery was 
not lost on her, and Rye felt her smile more i 
He kept his attention on the minstrel, on his goblet 
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Looking up at her, bilan omer CA er «> 
“I forgot for a moment that my wife is well capable of 
dealing with other shrews.” 


fairer shrew I have yet to sec.” 
Brenna’s voice was tart. “ "Tis a backhanded compli 
ment, indeed, my lord. I am strained not to throw my 


o— over to where she stood. Clad only in 
loincloth, he reached out to pull Brenna to him, 
holding her inst his chest. “Yield, chérie,” he 


murmured in ear, “‘yield all to me.” 
“I already have, my lord.”” Brenna felt a wild urge to 
relax against him instead of resist his embrace, but 
against it. “I defer to you in every matter large or 

, and I yield to your word as final.”’ 
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“Of course,” Brenna said quickly, and nodded at her 
brother. “ "Tis good to see you well, Myles.” 

“And you, Lady Brenna.” 

Myles still stood awkwardly holding the cleaned hau- 
berk and gaunticts in his arms, and when Rye made an 
<3 sextord op wor hretiatel el sn: ermne nape: Res 

i pre sie re aa th ~ eter 

ae there is nothing , milord?” began, 
a step toward the door. 

Rye’s voice him. “There is something else. 
I've no objection if you wish to speak with your sister. 
Since you are at Moorleah by your own choice, you 
might tell her thus so she does not think you have been 


”» 


| 


Brenna looked at him. “This is true, Myles? You came 
of your own accord?” 
He nodded. “Aye. Your husband offered me a posi- 


image 

of her father t up in such a task, and 

en Bie keep too busy for tale spin- 
vow.” 

“Or anything else,” Rye put in dryly. “William has a 

unique of engaging his vassals in tasks that will 


& 
af 
J 


f 


"WMiin ta tk eadfooe en li 
“Meaning this is a way bia 
plotting rebellion?” Brenna turned to ask 
- “I do not think William need concern 


. 


se3 
AL 


| 
| 
| 


should concern himself with his own barons who seck 
ee ea Angee defense of 

“Ah, "tis to see you to the nse of your 
at last,”’ Rye said with a grin. “I have oft won- 
at your lack of loyalty to man who gave you 


tiffening, Brenna said quietly, “’Tis none of your 
i say ted. cwebother I chetieh shy fibhew o¢-notc?? 
“Is it not?”” Rye murmured, ing close to her, He 
a hand under her chin and lifted her face to his when 
would have turned away. “I think it is, chérie. If you 
have no loyalty to kin, you will have none to me. Or to 
the children + pede he os 
Brenna j away is touch. Her cheeks 
cihtua aie tomer ee ee 
she did not yield to the ing words on the tip of her 
tongue, not quite certain her brother’s reaction 
should Rye choose to retaliate. 
“T place my ty carefully, my lord,” she said after a 
moment. “And I do not place it easily.” 
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I am made to understand.” Rye looked from 
to Myles. “And you, young squire? Are you of 


gave the carl a cautious glance before he nod- 
slowly. “Aye, seigneur. It took much thought to 
employment in your keep, but I chose well, I 


ye gave a satisfied nod. “You did. "Twill mean the 
difference between life and death in the end. Should you 
life certain outlaws have chosen, you 
hanging from the castle gate where 
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A 5 ; 
cut in sharply. “He is here, is he 
overt threats when there is no 


ifted to her. He took up a goblet of wine 
sipped it before he said, “Why do you 
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B 


saw Myles’s discomfort and guessed at the rea- 


uire, he will be cleaning swords, not wielding 
er brow lifted. He tested Myles, ‘twas plain, 
hoped her brother was wise enough to see it 
" sought to spy for the outlaws, he would be 
i ith them. Brenna’s stomach churned with anxi- 
she tried to hide it as she turned back to her 


to see you so well, Myles, and pray that 
you will seek me out your duties permit. I cannot 
nena patapimerprnatc paeatearags 3 eg 
M 


Baie 
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once more serving mutton as soon as Gowain is able to 
rise, never fear.” 

Rye listened as they talked, and when the conversation 
turned to questions of those left at Marwaid, he ambled 
in the direction of the garderobe. Brenna immediately 
took advantage of his absence. 

“*Myles,” she said quickly, “you must do nothing to 
earn his suspicion, do you understand? Our brothers— 
what news of them?” 

For a moment Myles hesitated. Then he said slowly, 
“T left Whitley in the forest beyond Moorleah. He and 
Ridgely plan another raid, I think, but would not tell me 


my sweet sister. Have you forgotten?” 

Brenna thought then of how young Myles had been 
when he was from his home after the Saxon 
king’s defeat. Six was a young age to be taken hostage at 
sword point and bade go to a foreign land with invaders. 
Guy and Wulf had been too young to realize danger, but 
not Myles. Nay, it had not been easy for him in those 
years after being forced to live with the enemy, but 
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not allow his anger to spill over on those undeserving of 
it.” 
“He does not seem that kind of man. "Tis why I 


sought service here.” 
eng hata chelsea eee ney. ots 


you 
ieitaconis: shancing afte unched doereay where 
Rye had disappeared. The garderobe was not far away, 
and she expected him back at any moment. “What are 
they?” 

“You are too suspicious,” Myles said softly. “But you 
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ye’s steps in the hall and said loudly, “Tell Bal- 
most enjoyed his playing this eve. I look for- 
hearing more, if he is to li for a time.” 
shrugged. “I do not. know his plans, but I will 
your message.”” He ante at ney who sauntered 
the door with a leisurely tread, hitching up his 
chausses as if he had but answered nature’s call. “My 
lord, it is late, and I am to tend you carly on the mor- 
row. If you have no more need of me—?” 
Waving a hand, Rye said, ““No more tonight, squire. 
Leave us now.” 
ang taaiecesec pf sagpdarsclegicingereg 4a 
his sister, Brenna could feel Rye’s curious on her. 
rent saotaty eo abet her tock ae to door as it 
closed behind her brother. 
“Tam weary also, lord. If you do not mind, I shall 
seck my bed.” 
“Our bed.”” Rye’s eyes narrowed slightly when she 
drew in a sharp breath. “Must it always be the same? 
First you avoid my touch, then you seck it eagerly before 


ii | 
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the night has passed. When will you admit to your softer 
yearnings, Brenna?” 
“You confuse wifely attention with an emotion I do 
not feel,” Brenna said stiffly, wondering why he per- 
sisted in trying to coax emotion from her. Couldn’t he 


what you feel and am quite content with it. What be- 

muses me is your unwilli to admit to that flame 

that sears your flesh when I touch you.” 

Brenna fought a wave of irritation. Curse him, for 
ing her surrender then mocking her for it. Her 

always ended the same; surrender came in a 


“Brenna,” Rye said softly, “I do not mock you. I only 
Se wed dey hors bie I 

$s away is penetrating gaze. “I cannot 
uplilel hat 1 do not understand digeclt™ ehic' baba afher 
a moment. Her slender shoulders lifted in a slight shrug. 
“If you seek understanding, I am afraid you ask the 


on Sep J 
“That much is obvious.” Rye reached out for her, 
ignoring her efforts to resist, and she found herself 
pulled against his hard-muscled frame in an inexorable 
grip. He did not loosen his grasp, not even when she 
econ iets Seg aftmortrere ye Sega 

east dee ne in with his and 
turned her face to him, lowering his to cap- 
ing. It melted her reserve within the space of a few 
minutes, and she was barely aware of the incoherent 
tests she made when he lifted her in his arms and 
her toward the huge bed. 


™ 
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EARLY-SPRING SUNSHINE filtered slowly across the rolling 
hills of land. Fingers of light sifted through new green 
leaves and, diffused by mist, gave an almost ethereal 
quality to the village. 

Wooden benches had been set up beneath the leafy 
arms of a huge oak, and Brenna was seated with Lady 
Madelon, Raissa, Gilles, and Rachel. A silken canopy was 
ere. tocens aie ee eee 
the open she ag to celebrate. Music swirled from lutes 


: 


and children stood cagerly waiting the dances that 
would celebrate the coming of spring. 

“A custom, Father Gutierrez says,”” Lady Mad- 
with a disdainful sniff. “ "Tis a day dedi- 
cated to heathen gods.” 

Brenna gave her a sharp look. “Aye, the goddess 
Flora, I am told, of Roman times. She smiled upon the 
fruits and flowers of spring and summer. Do you wish to 
leave this pagan celebration, milady? No one will mind, I 
assure you.” 
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stroy the holiday mood. And she had also 


186 


gers in a more lenient mode 


to show himself to the villa 


your reputation as a man who secks 


“*Twill not hurt 


>” Brenna had coaxed, “but only add to 
his people’s welfare in more 


to rule, my lord 
it-as a lord: who cares about 


they can produce for the storehouses 


than terms of what 
or the coffers.” 


appear- 


Smiling, Rye had allowed her to coax him into 
ale t the May Day celebration, but he had 


not yet 


, he 


’s laws of justice. Aye, Brenna mused 


per i 


govern men, but there were times he 


knew how to 
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Yet here she stood, waiting for him as if she were a 
simple maid in love. 
Love. Could she be? The thought stunned Brenna, 


mont. 

“Rachel,” she leaned forward to say softly, ““do see if 
Sir de Beaumont would care to have some refreshment. 
There is wine for the men in the baskets bencath the 
trees.”” 


“You've seen to every detail,”’ Raissa remarked with a 
. “I commend you, Brenna.” 

Only Lady Madelon voiced a complaint, and she 
waited until Rye had come to put a possessive hand on 
his wife’s arm before she ; 

“So, my lord, I see that you have been reduced to 
consorting with serfs since wedding a Saxon. But ’tis all 
that should be expected, I vow, from a lowborn knight.” 

A moment of shocked silence enveloped those close 
enough to hear, and Rye turned slowly to bend a steady 
stare his st ; 

“Only you would be rude enough to make such a 
comment, Lady Madelon. You show your lack of man- 
ners with every word lately, it seems. If you are so un- 

, you are free to return to Normandy.” 
was nothing in his face to indicate that he was 
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months, the outlaws had little chance of success. Yet 
uarter. 


pe pte 


py 0g 9 
scythe 


Rye spurred his 
ing a cut on one arm 


from a 
man down with a downstroke of his sword. He 


the fray, tak 


he mowed the 


with swift efficiency, hefting the heavy blade with the 


iced motions he’d 


Me kr 


learned as a youth. This was 


casy, 


knew well, and he rec 


work 


ognized in the enemy that 
outlaw armed with a sword. The man 


they, too, had learned it well. 


Behind Rye, Beaumont 


ding 
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named seen ikea tment nrsg 
to have lost "tis not my place to judge. 


said to confer with the Dark One, ’tis not fit that 
men 


should judge other , even Saxons.” 
ye felt a spurt of anger and close to the man, 
him with a narrow gaze. ‘ t is your name, 


bold ” 


ane ing, as best as possible considering he was 
bound and foot, the Saxon met Rye’s stare without 
flinching and said, “Ridgely, son of Dunstan from Mar- 
men?” 


“ "Twas by your choice, Ridgely of Marwald. Did you 
not heed my warnings to the end should the assaults on 
innocent vi continue? If you had,” he continued 
without waiting for an answer or denial, “you would 
have saved many lives. Including your own.” 

“You would put the brother of your wife to the 
sword?” Ridgely mocked, his cyes burning with hatred. 
“I vow, even the shrewish Brenna will mislike that act.” 

“Nay, I would not put you to the sword.” Rye hefted 
his sword into the air in an agile swing, then plunged it 

the ground between his spread feet. He fixed a 
startled Saxon. “I will give your fate 
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“My back aches,” she 


week she had begun to notice a difference in her 
an Ae OMENS 26 St ONS eae 
ired easily. Her back ached. Her appetite waned, espe- 
jally in the carly mornings. 
*d not n of it to anyone, but Rachel had no- 
ticed, as she did now. 
“Milady—come, sit down for a time. I will see to the 


e . 
. 


aor , | know you will take c for me, Rachel. ’Tis 
just this concoction needs to be right, or it will not 
remove candle wax or wine stains from our garments.” 
Rachel cast a doubtful ¢ at the vat of fiuller’s 
earth and lye. “‘P’raps a ing in warm wine for a day 
Stns” tena tarccl vive och. hh eh 

“P’raps,”” Brenna agreed with a sigh. “Most ye’s 
heavy garments have already been laden with bay leaves 
and packed away in cypress chests, but these—!” She 
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shook her head. “He’s most careless with his velvet tu- 
nics.” 


What do you mean?” 

Rachel gestured hesitantly. “Your babe, milady.” 

“My babe?”’ Brenna lowered the velvet tunic to the 
worktable set up at the end of the kitchen. “‘You are 
mistaken. I have no babe.” 

s+ sa i Rachel mumbled, looking down at her 


Brenn’s mouth fet suddenly dry, anda wave of nau 


“That’s it, isn’t it.” 

It wasn’t a question, but a statement, and Rachel bit 
her lower lip and nodded. 

“Aye, y, it would seem so, Your symptoms rival 
those of my stepmother when she was 

A shudder of fear trickled down Brenna’s spine. A 
babe. She'd tried to ignore the symptoms, but now it 
Shoal the kavites “Speak of this to no one, Rachel. I wish 

to myself for a time.” | 
“Aye, milady, Uh, a dad One 
“T will ask you, I promise.” She | , sucking in a 
breath. “Do you mind—? I leave this to you. I 
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STILL SHAKEN sy the encounter with her brother, Brenna 
walked blindly toward the door of the keep. As she 
passed a litter that had just been lowered to the ground, 
a hand reached out to snag her skirts. 
Li's . came a sep heene and she halted to look 
down with surprise at the litter’s occupant. 

“Sweet Mary in heaven, it’s Beaumont!” Brenna knelt 
by his side immediately. “You've been wounded. Let me 
see urts.”” 


and pecled back the of his mantle to look 
sword cut. Forcing a smile, she assured him, “I 
hhave tended many such wounds, I promise you. I will 
not make it worse.”” 


. do 
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milady. 

2: fy, rtmmetieg A Ripe Pastor ech 
depth seriousness of his wound and motioned for 
eg ances car ee 

tend hi 


send me away. I will not cry out or get in the way, I 
swear it.” 

“T didn’t intend to send you away to be hurtful, bur 
to you pain,” Brenna assured her, touching the girl 
on her arm with a light gesture. “‘And if you cannot bear 
it, I cannot take the time to tend you.” 

Rachel swallowed. “I will bear it.” 


wiped it away with a cloth. 
“This vee tet tl tahoe, eect 
your discomfort,” Brenna murmured, and when 
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with long strips of cloth, Brenna stum- 
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no other comment, and after a moment Brenna si 
and stood 
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“You are right, Raissa. I did not want to know it. I do 
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, and Brenna gave her a fleeting 
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“Sweet Mary,” whispered, -red, shivering with fright at 
the thought of giving birth. ““How can I stand it?” 
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yanked to a halt in the bailey, and servants ran to light 
R i euuphoute dodterted the re 
ye swung i i reins 
into the keeping of Gowain, who waited for him. 
“Good eve, scigneur,” the young squire said, and 
wun seaep ich i wg oa, Say tlh 9 
, sire.” 
ey te tse nape wrk poe! 4 
im. “And your temporary replacement? in 
the kitchens?” 


“T so, seigneur,” Gowain muttered, then looked 
down at the ground when Rye’s brows lifted and his 
mouth curled into an amused smile. 


well. 
“*My lady?”” Rye paused in unbuckling his armor. “Do 
you mean the Lady Brenna?” 

Shifting from one foot to the other, Gowain nodded. 
“Aye, lord. She is an able surgeon, it seems.” 

“Is she.” Rye shook his head. “And I thought she 
would be furious that her brother is those cap- 
tured—tell me, Gowain—what other mi have oc- 
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great a price to pay for the brief rewards gained from the 
Sind "twas x fost end thet I 6a to 
o all.” Brenna stared at him "es 
this to mean—there are others you have . . . 
i en 


you migh 

up. I will not be chastised for what has gone before, 
Brenna. "Twas before I knew you, and there are things 
that 2 man does that a woman has no right to demand 

ion for. You cannot understand what—” 
understand!” Brenna’s tightly held control 
vanished like smoke in the wind. Fury raged in her, fury 
i outrage that he would treat her pregnancy 


iB 
sgh 
i 
: 
F 
f 
z 
g 
i 


come in here and prate about your . . . your 
And to abuse innocents so casily—aye, I was ri 
I first named you a common murderer! You are just 
And worse! Why—” 
_ “Brenna,”’ Rye broke in grimly, “ "tis best you 
unruly tongue before you find yourself locked in 
room until you’ve come to your senses. I've no 
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his tunic, and she stood 
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furious question only added to Brenna’s irritation. He 
scowled when she snapped an oath at him, and his 


you 
and her hands tightly - “Do not at 
SS hah or dak ee veges gat -actng 
Rye, give a care! You are hurting my arm.” 

He released her arm. “Say it and be quick, or I may 
yet shake it out of you,” Rye warned between clenched 


Brenna sucked in a deep breath and steeled herself for 
his reaction. “‘I was talking about our babe, not my out- 
law brothers.” 

For a long moment Rye didn’t say anything. Brenna 
stood in frozen silence, watching him warily. Nothing 


child? 

Brenna faced him unflinchingly; her tone was as bitter 
as she felt. “Aye, lord, so it seems. I’m certain have 
proved your manhood now and will be pl e 

For a long moment he stared at her. “Aye,” he said 
finally, “I am pleased at the news. A child is welcome to 

“Is it?” she mocked. “How wonderful. Now every- 
one but the one who must suffer and bear the brat is 
delighted. The entire castle can rejoice at the news.” 

Rye stiffened. “It is a time of rejoicing, Brenna. Most 
women give thanks when they find that they are not 


barren. 
ay oe haven't noticed, but I am not like most 
women.” Tilting back her head to meet his narrowed 
Eilse tard bichesahe sb burt shot-ahe ommeed 
fing ‘at him the terror 


5 she felt at the very 
bearing a child. He would not understand. Worse, he 
would not care. If she died in childbirth, he would 
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cannot me from doing whatever I wish to 

do, my arrogant husband. Do not think it.” 
His hands flashed out again to grip her by the shoul- 
sad be promised eoliy, “Vos vile. I trot only can 


that is all you think about?” Her throat ached. 

id he not think of her and how she felt? Her pain? Her 
he not care if she died giving birth to his heir, 

care only for a child he’d never seen? 

made an impatient motion with his hand. “I don’t 

what you mean.” 
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CHAPTER 14 





“WHO Is My JAILER today, Raissa?”” Brenna mocked. 
“You?”’ 

Raissa stirred uneasily. “Do not be too hard on my 
brother, my lady. He worries about you.” 

“So I see. He worries so much I cannot visit the 
garderobe without someone tagging along. It’s become 
embarrassing, and I assure you that Gowain was 
near apoplexy at the mere notion of being so near my 


"s privacy.” 
ip Set voice was harsh, and her eyes flashed angrily 


harm, p’raps - 

“And how do you know I mean the child no harm?” 
Brenna gave an laugh. “Ma I do. Am I not 
the evil witch he thinks me? id it be that Rye de 


my ae at Nay, do not suggest it to him. Your head 
it. 


“You wrong him. He is not as harsh as he seems. If he 
appears to be cold at times, "tis because he has never 
And he eens who has suffered? I 
x is one suppose 
he thinks his suffering is all that matters.” 
214 
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that terrified her as much as it intrigued her. 
When Raissa sighed and moved to the door, Brenna 
turned. “I will not hurt the child,” she said softly. “But 
er will I make promises I may not keep. He will 
to content himself with that.” 
She back around to gaze out the window and 
heard the door close softly, Lost in thought, she did not 
hear it Eo BS Raise eed, Woe cape Mos 
*“Milady?”” 
Startled, Brenna turned. “I’m sorry. I did not hear 
you enter, Rachel.” 
“So I guessed.”” Rachel spoke softly. “It’s been a week 
‘Since you and the seigneur argued, milady. Don’t you 
think it’s time to this play? He will not give the 
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Brenna’s hands 


Rye’s order that she 


ah 


be confined had hurt more than 


pride, but she was 


» even gentle ee 


loathe to admit it to an 


it’s true, milady 


I 


“T don’t think it 
Brenna looked up at Rachel’s troubled 


know you do,” 


be 


she said gently. “You're a 
you're here with me, th 


You should take the freedom I offered 


ayes 


glad 


and I am 


unfair. 
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a laugh at the jest, for Gwyneth weighed more than 
men and was as cranky as an old boar. In the past 
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“7’m certain eet enjoyed that,”’ Brenna re- 


heap hmen gerne raed ten 3 
glad about your situation. Then they too, and 
‘even young Gilles was heard to that his uncle 


Brenna shook her head. “It sounds as if my husband 
has his hands full even without my being there. I wonder 
if he wishes I were free?” 








“If I hear one more remark about my wife,” Rye warned 
Beaumont, “I will set the guilty man to cleaning out the 
garderobes and make certain his next joust is waged with 


Bat pounded the dir into mud. It was the inactivity the 
taser ate naed anmree ance” 


iy 
at 
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as it lifted on the wind. “So t is your 
Suggestion? I’m certain you have one. Every man in the 
(tr lipeathares gre cee tare Emirs 
, ” 
“Leave her be.” 
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the drenched mantle Rye handed him. “I do not 
confined.” 
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Brenna should remain 
“No? You i 
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2 HE 
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qeALE 
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night. 
be a bit fiery-tempered,” Myles was say- 
Sbatsaseeron ot ee ee 
or an innocent life.” 
(heather nate see ney nedary here to 
ity of Rye’s tone penetrated to the youth 
and hi flared. “Devil take you, seigneur, 


| 


“You might take into consideration that my sister is 
more ile of temper and frequently makes threats she 
does not mean.” 


“I do not think she would do herself or the child any 
harm, my lord. No matter her words.” - 
ing past him, Rye said bitterly, “I wonder if I 
dare risk it. When it would be too late, would I regret 
my leniency, do you think?” 
For a moment Myles gave no answer; then he said 
= ko at plone ge re ararechgrrentatwe gen Ae: 
is best. 


Rye strode from the guardroom and crossed the hall, 
for the stairs that led to the small east tower. 
Lady Madelon barred his way, he was tempted to 
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those your lady rather than you 
should she raise her hand against you.” 
“And you do not think my men-at-arms capable of 


Rye clenched his fist, feeling suddenly as if he had 
Been struck in the pit of his seockach. It wes poselble that 
Brenna may try such a thing, but he had not really 
thought she would go that far. Not even as vengeance 
against the Normans. Not even as vengeance against 
him. . . 


“I will take precautions,” he said at last, and lifted a 
brow when Lady Madelon made a sharp exclamation. 
“If you do not take action at once, all may be lost!” 
she added when she perceived Rye’s attention. “Has she 
elegmeen ? She has had much time to set 
plan in action, you should not delay a mo- 
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will, my lord. But be careful she does not lead you by the 


Wheeling, Rye stalked from the alcove and to the 
fast ene hovering snalciously oe We eepmscehere pe 
pecbanle soe : 7 on hi # lips, 
but it would have made little difference if he had. Hig 
own doubts raged anew. 

Bah one tearsaone dts tae pueden es 
»R } 


skin beneath 
a “Do you seek to sow dissension in my house- 
>” 
“How would I succeed in such when I am watched so 
closely, my lord? Do you ascribe magical qualities to me, 
mayhap?”’ 


Her words so closely echoed his own, that Rye felt 
suddenly foolish. He’d allowed Lady Madelon to raise 
doubts where there should be none, though he reserved 
any final judgment until Brenna’s loyalty could be 
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“T never thought contemplated murder. I only 
BNZer to keep you from doing scmnetbiing foolish thes 
might result in your own harm, or that of our child.” 

“Our child. Our child. "Tis comforting to know that 
you include me. For a time now I have considered that I 
was only a mistaken vessel for your child. "Tis all I heard 
of, it seems.” 

Flushing slightly, Rye met her clear gaze. “You must 
admit that you threatened—” 

“I threatened to do whatever I wished,” she cut in. 
“You supplied the rest of the threat yourself.” 
earner daaedg iain giimenticanniominatid 


“Aye,” she agreed thoughtfully, and moved to stand 
behind a chair. Her fingers curled into the grained wood 
of the back, toying absently with the intricate scrollwork. 
“I did say that many times. And I meant it when I said 
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rage. “Ff 


, my lord, never fear. 


ill care for any child I birth 


your intentions.” 


merely mean to learn 


“Norman 


that you think I would be so 


be rare mothers, indeed, 
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Rye’s mouth twisted in a sardonic smile. “I’ve had 
some experience with Norman mothers, chérie, but have 
yet to see how Saxon women treat their young. You 
must forgive me for relying on what I have seen rather 
than » 


“And you think me like Lady Madelon?” Brenna de- 
adage might be as careless with 
> Pp raps you as your 
my birth mother was with hers,” Rye snarled in 
tone, unable to himself. He saw Brenna’s 
ise and held tightly to his:self-control. Curse it, he 
eT 4 sei eruncept ee erie em 
he’ at being abandoned by a careless 
“I assumed your mother died,” Brenna said after a 
moment. 
“She did—when I was fourteen. Old enough, I assure 
to feel the pangs of abandonment. If not for my 
ies: kebest notes Of chin le soles io enporten moth, £ 
ask you—what are your intentions?” 
“My lord,” she said softly, “I will not see my babe go 
to another. I will nurture any issue of my body, whether 
I want the babe or not.” 


fe 


HE 


not.”’ She smiled sli . “I am ever speaking too hast- 
ily, I think.” 


Rye’s expression softened. “I did not come up here to 
dispute what has been said or not said. I came to release 
you, if you would but promise that you will not try to do 


as to cause harm.” 
inding a silken curl around her finger, Brenna gave 
“And if I don’t promise?” 


“Then I suppose I would leave you to your own com- 
pany—and that of your guard.” 
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“I see.” Brenna shrugged. “Very well, my lord. 1 
He eyed her suspiciously. “Y “You agree to what?”’ 


oar 


Not o0 much en. honor,” Rye. ead reciuliy, “as ex- 

He brings a great many people with him. Fortu- 
be quartered in the village. We are 
tertain only his immediate household.” 
is why you are so anxious to release me from 


umont isan able steward, I’ve discov- 
made most arrangements.” 
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could do about his interference. He was, after the 


isthe king here yet” she asked sofly. Rais shook 
her 

“Nay, but Rye has gone out to meet him. He will be 
here csul we meat be south)”. Suis aticks Reems 
hand and flashed her a look of surprise. “You are so 
cold. Are afraid?” 

Brenna surprised herself with her truthfulness. “Aye. 
Willam frightens me with his power to do me more il.” 


With an impatient shake of her head, Brenna said, “It 
does not matter now. My own chamber has been pre- 
pared for the king’s comfort this eve, with fresh linens 
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in my own bed. "Tis a strange 
abruptly as Raissa watched her and 
else been done?” 
Beaumont has outdone himself 
ease William. He probably wishes to 
i the king and thus secks his favor.” 
is suit with Rachel, I presume,” Brenna be- 
could continue, there was the clamor 
unmistakable sound of armed 
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“The king?” Ballard guessed. ‘Aye, I can understand 
your not wanting to meet him. "Twould be hard for 
o'Ghae picased the olds of wdbvet gunna beewecn hes fo. 

as her glance shifted to where William sat in the 
igh-backed chair Rye used. She didn’t see her 
husband and wondered if he left the hall. If he had, 


Ballard’s shrewd eyes her for a moment, and 
he seemed to consider. * you like to leave the hall 
unnoticed?” 


She nodded. “Yea, I would like that above all things 
right now. I don’t feel ready to meet William. I’m afraid 
I could not guard my hasty tongue, and my husband 
would not be pleased.” 

“And that disturbs you.” Ballard reached up to graze 
her check with his , Startling Brenna. ““My lovely 
lady, I do not know of any man who could be cruel to 


““P’raps you do not recall my father that well,” Brenna 

said tartly, and moved away. Ballard’s hand fell to his 

side, and his mouth twisted in a wry smile. 

“Aye, “tis an unpleasant memory. There were many 

times I had to leave the hall to keep from offering a 

challenge on your behalf.”’ 

Brenna frowned. “What do you mean?”’ 

se ager to see your father use so 

roughly, my lady. only reason I remained so at 
was to do what little I could to distract hi 

from his abuse.” , 


230 | VIRGINIA LYNN 


“You did that for me?” Brenna’s cyes widened. “1 
never knew.” 

“Nay, "tis not something a common minstrel would 
confess to the lady he loves from afar.” 

Brenna shifted uneasily. “Such conversation between 
us is unseemly.” 

Arenal map pep Rew Bou Hartt ler 
and his smile was sad. “ Tis enough for me to do what 
little I can to give you aid, my lady. May I escort you to 
wen hen tel eal rah os gacaibrco! serge ee 
and you could remain as long as you wished.” 

“Of course. The chapel—why did I not think of it?” 
Brenna murmured. She darted Ballard a curious glance. 
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“I do not make threats 
the barely repressed 


remain calm. “I make 


finally, and she 


.” he said 
in his voice as he 


make threats. That is for 
women to do.” 
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“Do you intend to present me, or must I present myself 
to your precious overlord?” 
“Brenna—” 


remain in her curtsy until the king bade her rise. 
“By God, madam,” Rye ground out in a savage mut- 
ter, “you'd best be civil.” 


“Lady Brenna has more than most,” Raissa 
answered helplessly. Her hinectten whitened as she 
her wine goblet, and Lady Madelon was almost 
ing with em rage. 

“Aye,” William replied with a low laugh, “I'd say she 

does. Or lack of fear, at any rate.” : 
“Lack of common sense "tis more the truth of it!” 
Lady Madelon snapped furiously. ““The Saxon bitch may 
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all those within earshot as she said, “I tell you that 
haughty slut will be fortunate if she is able to walk when 
he is through with her.” 
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gaze on her, willing her to behave herself. It would serve 
him right if she made the king so mad he deseisened R: 
of every possession he had, she told herself, even as 
knew she would never do such a thing. Still, it was a 
pleasing fantasy to envision his torment at such an event. 
“My husband is, as usual, most considerate,” Brenna 
said sweetly. “I’m afraid that I became suddenly shy at 
mecting you, sire, so do not blame him for my tardy 


arrival. 
The glib lie fell readily from her tongue, and she saw 
ot my a eg pe ae 
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for it later, she was certain. His eyes had - 
ened to a blue that was almost black, and the tight look 
he gave her held a promise of retribution in ir. ue 
almost looked forward to it. wearteyrabate gg 

to her noble husband that should singe his 


children, ‘all in England knew Willian’e eeottition ae 
faithful husband; indeed, no man dared force a_free 
woman to have sex her will, under threat of cas- 
tration. Though William was known to be a stern and 
violent king, Brenna found that he could converse 


wasn’t until he asked casually, “How fares your family?” 
that her old resentments surfaced again. 

“Not as well as in the past,” she said tartly, and saw 
his brows lift. She immediately regretted her quick 
tongue and hoped he would not pursue the matter. Un- 
fortunately, he did. 

“Lord Dunstan is ill?” 

“Nay, sire. I spoke too quickly. "Tis just that I know 
ene RRA penan eta ne tags rc 


Beeson still hate all things Norman, my lady?” Wil- 
liam was asking in an idle tone that did not disguise his 
interest. 

It took Brenna a moment to form a reply. “At times, 
sire,” she said honestly. “I cannot help but recall how I 
was taken from my home to a land of strangers, nor can 
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{ forget the things that happened when the Normans 
—AGhambes wala Magy Se ondemn an entire 
far ' cannot © an 
nation for the actions of a few.” 
“A child knows what she sees. I have never for- 
gotten the events of day.” 
“Does not your husband prove that all Normans are 
be blamed for the cruelty of a few?” 
Brenna smiled ruefully. It was true that Rye had never 
deliberately cruel; nay, he had never laid a 
hand on her, and she could not say the same for 


father. 
i than I ever credited you being, sire,” 


are 
Brenna, I accept that as high praise. 
such sweet words from my Maud. 

with her temper.” 
“A wife, I have heard it said,” Brenna ventured with a 
sense of mischief, “is a reflection of her husband. If 
this is true, mayhap it is your own nature you see in the 


uecn 

William laughed aloud. The sound drew Rye’s atten- 
tion, and he looked to see Brenna laughing with the 
ing. rellected moodily. She eves surprised 
i - Any other woman could be cowed with sharp 
words or threats, but not that flame-haired witch who 
bedeviled him at every turn. And here she was bewitch- 


8 


be 
day 
cag 
FE 


ment grown stale, Rye’s temper had cooled, and he’d 
realized that he had indeed behaved foolishly about the 
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are to sleep. Perhaps I am to go to the ladies’ quarters 
with the others.” 


“Nay.” Rye’s hand cupped her elbow and turned her. 
“Come with me.” 


He led her with him up the wide stairs and shoved 
open to a tiny r. It was empty save for a 
straw pallet like those the servants used. 

“This is where we are to sleep?” Brenna asked, dis- 


Including your husband?” 
5 you will recall, my lord, I warned you not to take 


me to wife. "Tis only your just that you are now 


was suddenly into action. Damn her for mak- 
ing him feel like an untried youth! 
“Tis just what I intend to do, sweet ife,” he said, 
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Brenna an embarrassed look. “My mother had no one to 
turn to after her holdings were razed in Anjou, you see, 
so we came to Rye for succor. He has our father’s lands 
—who held to them as well against King Henri as Rye 
does against King Philip, another greedy ruler.” Sigh- 
ing, Raissa murmured, “I grow weary of constant war 


over land and power, and the hardships it puts 
ase OF ti Wd scl Gly Vo valac Ome chibanee to cate 
hood. I fear for my sons, but I would fear more for 


Gaughecrs, who might be wed to'harsh men just to ally 
and titles,” 

“That seems to be a woman’s lot,” Brenna agreed, 
and her gaze slid to Rye. She could have been wed, as 
Raissa had been, to a man much older, who already had 
irs for his lands. Young Gilles would not find it easy to 

his way in this world, and his uncle’s power would 

a great advantage to him. 
Thinking of her father, and how Dunstan had been 
William’s hostage in a time when death seemed immi- 
nent, Brenna spared a moment's gratitude for the secu- 
rity she now had. Though she was subject to the whims 
of a husband, that husband was not as harsh as he could 
have been. Nor did he mistreat her family, though she 
was sorry for her brothers’ plight. They had brought it 
upon their own heads, she knew, by not taking the 
mercy offered them. William dealt harshly with rebellion 
and expected his earls to do the same. Rye would not 
have kept the king’s favor long if he had been less than 
just to the outlaws. Open rebellion against the king 
would have earned them death; outlawry had carned 
them two score of stripes on their backs and banishment 
from England. 

Brenna had not witnessed their punishment and was 
she had not. She’d not have been able to bear the 
of her brothers being used so harshly, though she 
ght it well deserved. 

slanted a surreptitious glance at her husband and 


She 
found his resting on her. She refused, flushing, 
when he lifted his wine and offered her a sip 


= 
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Rye turned to answer a question from another, leav- 
ing Brenna to muse on his enigmatic remarks. He was in 
a strange mood, she decided, probably b ton by 
her behavior the night before. Odd, that she'd felt no 
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: no illness of a morning?” 
“Some,” Brenna admitted. “It passes quickly.” 

“Ah, how are. I remember when I had 
my son. I was so ill so long—but of course, the 


Brenna stiffened. “How unfortunate for you.” 

“Some would say we are more gently made, and not 
as sturdy. I knew at once that you would breed well. You 
are near tall as a man.” 

“Mother,” Raissa put in, “do you think this conversa- 
tion suitable for the table?” 


many of her own fears to bear them. 
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“Ah.” Rye nodded understanding. ““Then you will re- 
turn.”” 
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with Rye’s reaction to the nubile girl was a part 
of it, but not all. Lady Madelon’s vicious remarks had 
left her feeling confused as well. 

Did Rye de Lyon harbor soft for her? If so, 


“T am not at all sure what he will and m 
afraid,” Brenna snapped. “He certainly seemed not to 
mind her efforts. P’raps as my form thickens, he will 
choose another. "Tis done frequently, I know.” 

“But not always.” Rachel hesitated, as if secking more 

i . “And I think him a more honorable 


“I do. But not so much that I think him wicked and a 
dishonorable man.” 

“Dishonor does not always mean the same thing to a 
man as it does to a woman,” Brenna muttered. She 
looked down at her hands, twisting in her lap. “I oft- 
ec etlgper ccaton yas yyatg-<-oing Symone eH ok 
justice, o' Norman and Saxon living in peace, yet tonigh’ t 
ie eskes-hin, yesune, 90 comer. iat. tngy eoneld eetie 


“Mi »” Rachel reproved, “you know that there are 


“Shall I fetch you a soothing herbal drink, milady?”” 
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town wall?”’ 
cape besireeae tamale mipraiyreriy ag ttm 
know their intentions, only that they betrayed by 


and me. Whitley threatened once to see me dead 
put in with the Normans, but I do not think he 
t it. He had ample opportunity, yet let me 
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ing, Myles raked a hand through his hair. “He 
ll as can be expected. He cannot bear weapons 
of course he has learned to use his left 
) i . "Tis Ri we should fear, and Rannulf 
as well. They are dangerous, to us and to 
usband.”’ 
mocking words, Brenna shuddered. She'd 
it. There would be ions; her brothers 
iolent men. They had lived so long with violence, 
i a need for vengeance, that she feared they were 
longer cautious. 
“What can we do?” she whispered, and Myles strode 
her and took her by the arms. 
“Nothing. Do not even think of it. They will not lis- 
to anyone, so do not try. Let them reap what they 
. It is all we can do.” 
shook free of his grip. “Do you not care what 
that they can destroy us with their rebellion?” 
themselves. 
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“He will not. You should trust the man you married 


more than you do.” Myles gave a short, bitter laugh. bad | 


I do, I cannot see why you refuse.” 


ish, great 
sword of his, and I not have been able to put a 
scratch on him. Instead of shaming me, he offered me a 
post as squire. I thought about it a long time before I 
came here.” 


“Well,” Brenna said, “you are a bit old to be squire, I 
vow. You should be training for knighthood, if you can 
fe te mn reno py kegel 

Still grinning, Myles lifted a to show her the silver 
the righe ca arent, boots. “I will be, soon. I've earned 

right to carry a shield to wear a knight’s helmet. 
Though I can wield a sword, I am to tilt at the quintain 
and learn the lance from Sir de Beaumont.” 

“Sir de Beaumont?” Brenna’s brows rose. “He is a 
Siz and noble knighe." 

“Then you will not ride with our brothers if they bid 
you come to them?” “heen 

Surpri Myles demanded angrily, “ why you 
sent for me? To find out if I intend to betray your hus- 
band with treachery?” 


———— a 
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together vith ight. She gazed happy a hen 
together with delight. She gazed ily at the line of 
dancers with lit tapers in their hands. hail was filled 
with guests and Moorleah’s inhabitants, and the warm 
Coenguma ans tietie vo mines paccina oh 

t since *s departure mon 
Giret aoe lenghaed: “eve tot Gaaced thas sinct't wesc 
young maid.” 

“And you are so old now,” Brenna teased, smiling 
fondly at the young woman. Her gaze took in Raissa’s 
high color, sleek, dark hair, and shining eyes; Rye’s half 
sister was a lovely woman. Offers had been made for her 
hand, and as the widowed sister to a powerful earl, she 
would bring much to the man who married her. Several 
suitors had traveled to Moorleah or sent their offers by 


courier. 

Leaning close, Brenna whispered to Raissa, “Now 
that the evening ra ero orator ohn 
will you choose to dance with you? Lord Pierre in, 
perhaps? He is very handsome, and still g. Of 
course, Geoffroi le Bressan is a bit older, though not as 
handsome, don’t you agree? However—he is very rich.” 

Laughter danced in Raissa’s eyes as she listened to 
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Brenna’s teasing words. ““What say you, Brenna? Do I 
choose beauty over wealth in a husband, as well?” 
erence: feaiees sapenons Brenna’s brow lifted. “I 
heard brother say was still considering your 
match, but I never heard his say you were being con 


gl enough.” Raissa smiled. “He will choose 
wisely, I am sure. Rye knows the advantages of having a 
contented wife.” 


barat tether... diene marcel 
she intended, and Raissa 


“Aren’t you? I have seen my brother soften in the past 
month, and he ever lin near your side.” 


Shifting » Brenna murmured, “ ’Tis 
concern the babe, I 


perceive.” 

“You know that’s not true.” Raissa met her lifted gaze 
with a smile. “You've pierced my brother’s armor, 
Brenna. beer bean A ” 

“He loves w 


“It was.” Raissa smiled impishly. “I'm glad. He needs 
your tenderness more than he will show.” 
“I’ve seen nothing in his manner to indicate that he 
welcome 


“I am well aware of Rye’s manner toward women, as I 
have had some years to observe. You are the first woman 
he has ever t to in any way but the most 
casual.” Raissa and lowered her voice. 
“He’s never been kind to women before, as it was not 
his nature. I do believe my mother had much to do with 
that side of him, but he has never said. I’ve told you how 
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s 
he chooses, but he asks that I con- 
.” She smiled at Brenna’s anger. 
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cats, nor less would he appreciate hearing the reason for 
iz: 

Raissa’s words penctrated Lady Madelon’s 
rage enough she lowered her hand, but her fingers — 
were still curved into talons as if to claw at Brenna. It 
would have been obvious to a blind man that there was 
dissension between the women, and Rye was clear- 


private . “Would you not dancing 
cies tay tions) Aad Pala Tieere been 
pe oreo Maroc Spe whee ev 

smiled prettily and put her hand in the palm the 
th sure" She stepped Guntily to the ouadle 
with great pleasure.” intily to the mi 
of the cleared floor of the with the tall, lean Nor- 
man, who looked down at her with a smile 
Left alone with Rye and Lady , Brenna won 
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Rye laughed and took her hand as he led her in the 
steps of the dance. The torch dance was a favorite of 


most in the hall, as it allowed not only lively dancing, 
but a game. The one who held the last lit taper was the 
victor, and there was much merriment as tapers were 
blown out by dancers. People and ducked, hold- 

candies high over their heads, the tiny flick- 
nt ble, swirling 


.” Raissa said, coming quickly to Brenna, “re- 


ul 
af8 


pe be Aeon phan 

a ie cried, laughing. ““Don’t let him catch 
us!” managing to clude Rye, Brenna skipped 
down the length of the hall with Beaumont. 

vecer thesinron ae tog. Li beng of the dance, 


laughed at the play between the carl and his wife. Flashes 
of red tunic dogged Brenna’s heels as Rye her, 
and as she dipped and whirled, i flickering 
flame of her candle, she saw him from the corner of her 
eye. It was hard to concentrate on the dance steps while 
keeping the flame alive, harder still to keep another from 
blowing out her taper. 
She whirled, saw Rye sirctrarey Mota her, and 
ree at aa ae eae t laughing 
her. She was panting, and her gown clung to her 
in damp drapes of fabric as she exerted herself. Rushes 
clung to her feet as she moved and shifted, aware all the 
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“Truly?” ee ee ee 
laugh. “Do you hear that, Beaumont? We are to the 
ing’s play! What say you, gentle knight, to a game 
blindman’s buff?”’ 


“Does it displease you?” 

He shook his dark head. “Nay, not at all. | am fond of 
Sir Beaumont and would see him content.” 

“And you think Rachel would be content?” Brenna 
asked. 
“Tis not important what I think.” Rye shrugged 
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“That, for certain,” he replied, then smiled at her 
quick, downcast look. “But before the babe I felt a 
tender warmth for you that I cannot deny.” 


Brenna gave him a cry > ie iat 
was only teasing her again. At his steady regard she knew 
he was not. 


“I, too, feel warmth toward you,” she admitted, 
“though at times you do not deserve it.” 

Grinning at her tart amendment, Rye held her hard 
against his body. “I vow that your words are the closest 
I shall come to hearing sweet romance from you.” 

“You haven’t exactly i me as a lovesick swain, 
yourself,” Brenna pointed out. Snuggling close to him, 
not caring who saw or remarked upon it, she curled her 
fingers into the rich velvet of his tunic. She felt the 


lenges 7 
vacy of our chamber,” Rye said in a rough voice that 


re are times,” she murmured as he laid her 
gently on the canopied bed and began away her 
garments, otal tan enthe dente tee 

in the satiny skin revealed with the removal 
of layer of clothes, Rye was breathing more heavi 
than he had while dancing the strenuous torch dance. 
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faint smile curved the hard line of his mouth when 
pulled at garment and sat back on his heels 


and he up at her flushed face at last 

“Ay ” he agreed, “youcan act almost as big a fool as 
your chérie. Pray that we have learned our les- 
son p 


sought to unbuckle the wide leather belt that cir- 
cled his lean waist. 

Grabbing her in a fierce embrace, Rye muttered 
against the rich, fragrant wealth of her russet hair, 
“Sweet lady, I think we may yet find that elusive con- 
tentment that Pee aman betwwctis apace: 

“I’m depending on it, Rye de Lyon,” Brenna an- 
swered, tossing aside his belt and tugging at his tunic. “I 
assure you, I’m depending on it.” 


CHAPTER... .1.6 





SUMMER LENGTHENED INTO fall, and the harvest came in 
with great abundance, promising plenty for the long 
winter to come. The depredations of the outlaws had 
been long and hard but had done no lasting to 
the lands of Moorleah. As was the norm, the la- 
bored three days for their lord, three for themselves, and 
rested on the Sabbath. 

The stores at Moorleah were filled nearly to bursting, 
and Brenna saw to the placement of the supplies. On 
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Lady Madelon waved her painted fan 
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born Norman whore.” 
Brenna observed with rucful humor, 


“twas not a Saxon who stole his attentions.” 
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aside. Many a wife had chosen the veil over being mur- 
dered, and now Brenna began to wonder if Lady Made- 
lon was paving the way for her own removal. 

Doubts assailed her, though she admitted to herself 
that it was unlikely. Rye treated her with genuine con- 
and tender care, and she could not be mistaken in 
He was not always sweet-tempered, but neither was 


“Don’t worry,” Rye said, seeing her troubled face, “I 
"t force her to it, only suggest most strongly that she 


my ' 
“She does seck discord, it is truce,” Brenna agreed, 
“but I think banishment a harsh reward.” 
“Banishment?” Rye gave her an astonished look. “I 
do. not seck to banidh hher, but to put her where: dhe ail 
not cause more trouble. I know my duty to my father’s 


yang damper dyer nage od ther, and in truth, she 
id not know why she defended a woman who only 
sought to hurt her. 

When she quieted, Rye looked at her with a soft smile. 
“Brenna, I think you have changed more than just in 
your round form,” he teased. “I detect a tenderness in 
you that was not there when we first met.” 

“Do you?” she murmured, flashing him a fiery glance 
that made him grin. “Be certain you do not feel the 
sting of my tongue when you least expect it.” 

“Ah, I look to the flick of your tongue,” he 
jested, laughing when she flushed: “‘Still shy, chérie? I 
vow, you are the only woman I’ve ever known who can 
be so filled with child, yet so easily embarrassed.” 

“It’s the company of Normans that sets my face 
afire,”” Brenna retorted, but her eyes began to 
with amused lights as Rye chuckled at her di of 
temper. 
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pucaincsmeaieet okeeen 
said with a meaningful at rounded 

and when he pulled her to him, she forgot all about 
Lady Madelon and her own doubts. 


Brenna’s newfound contentment was not marred until 
her brother sought her out one chilly autumn eve, com- 
Se ere he ack wih: By: 

A oF id witk ap anaes 
heave her bulky form from the chair to stand. 


wa lin ec 
a ieee 


“Leave? But why, Myles? I thought you were in train- 
ing to Sir de Beaumont as a squire.” 

“I am.” Myles’s mobile mouth tightened into a taut 
line that made his ung face look suddenly older and 


if you heard of my absence. 

Grabbing at his arm, Brenna said with a cautious _ 
glance toward the open door, “Is it our kin who draw 
you away?” 

Myles gave her a sharp look. “Why do you ask that?” 

ee te nt retort ern gw Mt par 
you risk your position as knight,” Brenna retorted. 
“You've heard ing, haven’t you?” 

“Aye,” he admitted a moment, and knelt close 
by hher side to speak softly. “They're planning something 


ick William.” 
Brenna felt a stab of i 
said carnestly, “Do not yourself by warning them, 
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“Warning them?” He stared at her. “I go to stop 
them, not warn them, Brenna. I do not want their dis- 
joyalty to reflect on Lord Lyon; therefore, 1 want to be 
far from his demesne when I seek an end to their treach- 


“How did you hear of this?” 

Myles gave a start at a noise in the corridor, but when 
oh ead epct eit thelr: haan lcd 
in the village last . He sought to enlist my aid.” 
“How?” 

His mouth twisted bitterly. “By threatening to expose 
my in the raids this past spring if I do not open the 
Side ines Chic sighttc' ise hoe, wns 

Brenna felt faint, and the child within her moved in a 
strong motion that made her clutch her belly. Myles 
gave an alarmed exclamation, but she shook her head. 
“Nay, ‘tis just an active babe. Listen to me, Myles, 
you must tell Rye... .” 

“Nay!” His face whitened. “I cannot. He trusted me, 
eal he Tattat eh en 
the raids that I find shameful now. It was only a few, and 
long before I came here, but I am afraid that—Brenna,” 
he said swiftly, grabbing her arm and holding it tightly, 
“do not betray me to him, swear to me you won't!” 
“Nay,” she out, “I won't. But please—trust 
him. He will not harshly with you if you tell him the 
truth of it, Myles.” 

“T dare not risk it.” Myles gave her the look she 

as his most obstinate, and she felt a sinki misgiving 
thax he wos cieking miich more than Ryc’s Stenieoee 
“When do you go?” she asked miserably. 

“This eve, after the midnight hour.” 

“But what is your plan? How do you hope to stop 
them from accomplishing their ends?” 

Myles hesitated, then shook his head. “The less you 


Know about it, the less you will fret. Do not believe all 
you hear, and do not trust ¢ but your most 
loyal servants. Do you understand what 1 am telling 


you?” 
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“That’s the crux of it—neither do I. I 
oe is someone here who stirs 


only know that 
trouble with both 


whi his feet, Myles looked behind him, then bent 
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CHAPTER. 17 





of his squire into the mail hauberk. Gowain laced it 

in the back as Rye reached for the coif of chain mail that 

he wore over his head. Such armor denoted his intention 

to engage in fierce battle, and she tried not to rotest. It 

was his duty as overlord to keep his , and the 
tions of the outlaws were a te i 


“Beyond Haverleigh, to the north.” Rye tu: on 
i i up his sword as i 
buckled on the thick belt that would hold the leather 
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“ °Tis a far distance,” Brenna commented, and earned 
a glance from Rye. 

“Aye, it is. But not og sete as if the bandits 
want me to follow them.” He fii her a glance, then 
said in a voice, “You know that your brother 
Myles is gone Moorleah.” 

Brenna couldn't meet the steady blue gaze he bent on 
her but looked away and murmured, “Aye. So I was 
told.” 


when she shook head, he muttered a soft oath. 
“Curse it, Brenna, I thought the boy loyal: Beltair has 
t that is of no matter now.” 


face, but could see the surprise in his expression 
“Do you? You do not object?” 
“Yea, I .” Her chin lifted angrily. “I object to 
men slaying the innocent and preying on J 


Rye smiled faintly. “You ever astound me, my a 
ae should it surprise you that I approve of 
ter?” 


“Do you know where he went?” he asked sharply, and _ 
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with Raoul de Beaumont, though 
posted, nor offer made. 

“Shall we sit by the fire in the hall, milady?” Rachel 
asked, and they made their way down the curved stair- 
case. 


iage. Brenna’s chin lifted slightly. 
“Nay, milady, I still have some time before the 
child is due. By the midwife’s calculations, it should be 
born near Christmas.” 
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with avid attention, Gutierrez 


playing him 
his 
cowl and propped his chin on the 
hands as the soldier promptly took his 
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She couldn’t help a gasp and felt the hard comfort of a 
cart beneath her body as he laid her row: on the straw 
bed. Blinded by the hood, choking with fear, she felt a 


“Of course. Do not worry. The straw is a nice enough 
bed. And warm.” 

Lying cushioned on straw, unable to see, and the 
noise of the cart so loud it drowned out almost every- 
thing, Brenna lay wondering what had brought her to 
this end. Who meant to harm Rye? That someone did 
was obvious. She was a pawn—not the first time a 
woman had been used thusly, but Brenna had never 
considered that she herself might suffer such a fate. 
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There was of time to think in the hours that 
followed her uction, and her frantic thoughts 
skipped to her brothers, among them Myles. He would 
never have allowed this to happen if he knew, so she was 
certain he had been taken, or at the worst, killed. Myles 
would have found a way to warn Ryc, she knew. 
couldn’t be that wrong about her own brother. 


g 


them. 
“And after ” Myles asked, lifting his head to gaze 
at his older brother. ““What do we do if we manage to 


F 
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“Nay, brother, they have made me Wr. 
looked at his brothers. “‘There is one less 
with Whitley dead, and we do not need to be quarreling 


among ourselves.” 
“He’s right,” Ridgely said after a moment, lifting a 
brow. All the brothers bore a strong resemblance, — 


sligh 
“Aye,” Rannulf said slowly, “‘p’raps he is. If we are to 
take back that which is ours, we must be united.” 
They returned their attention to the plans being made — 
and were still engrossed in the details when a commo- 
tion sounded outside the hut. Myles jerked to his feet, as 
Sticking his head out the door, Rannulf bellowed, 


“A messenger,” came the r from one of their 

Se min quizzical gl 

“A messenger?” He ances with 
his brothers, who looked eq aie Turning back, 
he bade the man, “Bring him to 

The man was 0 the ut looking nervous, 


dresed men, the Saxon erie: a he Sbloned Danse’ Dunstan’s 


ead ait: yoiel- tad sehie do folk weal” Rannulf de- 
poo bose bra rows phage a 


Cam cfhes Of wot Who scald wks os ai Gta 
Deswing is 4 deep teenth, toe solder reper, “We 
hostage and i 


Myles growled an oath and took a ste forward before 
his brother put out an arm ae. 

“Barter for our sister?” repeated, and a slow 
smile curved his mouth. ‘Adon dil Sou, lane by heat 
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are anxious to rid themselves of that vile-tempered 


The messenger looked up. “She does have a sharp 
tongue, it is true, But my master bade me offer her to 
you in an exchange.” 

“Exchange?” Rannulf looked interested. “Let us hear 
more of this... .” 


Brenna glared at her captor. She was seated in a low 
wooden chair, with Rachel at her side. 

Smiling faintly, the man facing her said, “You are a 
erik silat oun tibilion ae no moment here. You 
will do as you are bid or suffer the consequences.” 
“Do you think to escape my husband’s wrath, sir? I 
vow, you will not be so pleased when he comes for me.” 
“If he can find you.”” The man shrugged. “England is 
Sect Wie meas cee eee 
marked. It is possible that you will linger here for years 
without him knowing your location.” Shifting position, 
oe hed Bree oad septe t of wine, sip- 
ping at it as he regarded her over the rim. “Your best 
option is to placate us, milady.” 

“By writing a letter that he will see through at once?” 
“Nay, by writing a message that will bring him to his 
knees.” 


“Ww do you think I would do such a thing?” Frus- 
tration filled her as she met the man’s implacable gaze, 


who I am a 
“Not that it matters, but I am the Count d’Esteray, of 
Anjou, now of Hemphill.” 
“What do you here?” Brenna asked with a frown. 
Laughing, the count said, “I seek to increase my lands 
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to beat Harold, Rye de Lyon was the knight who mar- 
ied the forces that took Marwald, as well as Moor- 
i know. "Twas 


early days. 
gral woe Hedberg owdiok ae deter cae 
and she heard d’Esteray’s bitter words through a haze of 


PeT will lure Rye de Lyon here to Hemphill and will 
slay him,” the count was saying, striking one fist into his 
palm. “I have waited overlong for this and planned it 
too well to fail now, And you are better bait than I had 
first thought, I am assured, so do not think to sway me.” 

“Better bait?” Brenna repeated cer 

“Aye, at first I had planned on taking his sister as the 
lure, but was persuaded after his marriage that you 
would suffice much better.” 

“Persuaded? By whom? Father Gutierrez?” 

“Nay, that prelate is only a pawn,” d’Esteray said with 
a scornful laugh. His eyes narrowed thoughtfully, and he 

his tage on Brenna for a long moment. “Who, 

ilady, you think hates you enough to sec this 
through? And who is it who bears your husband little 
affection?” 

Rachel made a small, strangled sound, and d’Esteray 
smiled. “‘See? Even your simple maid knows.” 
said, bus knew os she said ites : oclaetee 

id, even as said it that Rye’s 
would not hesitate to do him harm. 

Moving to where she sat, d’Esteray reached out to 
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destrier moved in 


“Do you not think it strange that these outlaws tarry, 
Raoul?” 
tke 
*s knees tightened, and his huge 
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outlaws. They 

them at the edge of the woods and quickly disposed 
them with lance and sword. Rye t furiously, feeling 
a certain satisfaction in slaying men who preyed upon 
the innocent. 

ing left soldiers behind to stall a retreat from the 
enemy, Rye swept a line of men to left and right while 
he and Beaumont moved down the middle of the open 


VIRGINIA LYNN 


302 


i 
By 


= 
2 


E 
: 


ini 


bes 


Sea5 
z 
= 


2 £8 


zug? 


y fre 


pray 


g 
HL 
23 
val 
oftfd 
eG 
rE 


: 





‘Leads me?” 


The man looked up with glazed cyes. * 
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CHAPTER 19 





“Miapy?” RacuHeL’s voice was a soft sob, and Brenna 
summoned her strength to answer kindly. 

“Yes, Rachel, what is it?” 

“Do you think . . .” She paused and gulped. “Do 
you think that we shall be rescued?” 

“Of course.” Brenna injected more assurance into her 
voice than she felt, not wishing to be subjected to fits of 
hysteria when she felt so herself. “Do you doubt 
Rye de Lyon for an instant? I do not. When he discovers 
that we have been taken, he will hunt down those foul 
enough to have committed this deed and take us from 
them without delay.” 

Brave words, she reflected as Rachel nodded, biting 
her lower lip and fretting even with Brenna’s assurances. 
But she 


and it had taken all her willpower to remain calm and 
pretend an emotion she did not feel. She had lied glibly 
to d’Esteray, telling him she wanted vengeance for Rye’s 
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picked carefully over fallen limbs and thick underbrush 


some had wounds that 
did not dare turn back, knowing that should have 
escaped and gone to warn the outlaws, he lose 


Reining in his mount, he said softly to Beaumont, “I 
think we have found our quarry.” 

As the troops came to a halt behind him, waiting for 
instruction, a loud bellow rent the air. Men swarmed 


from trees and hollows, swords, and the battle 
was joined at once. Rye’s reactions were swift, as were 
those of his men, all trained well 


little —— the reason as 
ee furiously. Behind him umont guarded his 
while fighting bent on reaching the leader, 
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Swinging around with a grin and blood-lust in his 
eyes, Rannulf lashed out with the sword, opening a shal- 
low gash in Ryc’s army as he instinctively shifted away. 
Grimacing against the pain, Rye thrust forward with his 
Gheales/ttins: de: wan cicthacend’ bi Rasiaeellte: shield lie 
sword slid blow i 
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ecnntion. Rye stared down at Brenna’s brother with 


an unfamiliar sense of indecision. 


head, 
up to see 


Bloody, bruised, and with shallow cuts over his 
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~ eipeniély Myles blurted, “You must listen! Brenna 
has been taken, and if you don’t—” 

Rannulf kicked out with one leg, striking Myles on his 
shin and shouting, “Shut up!” as best he could with the 
tip of Rye’s sword still pricking his throat. The mail kept 
es onthe a he Bade ted the re om 
lean on the hilt until the blade choked the breath 
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on se this time the two men-at-arms had managed to 
rg viciously _ 


Myles back, cuffing him and slamming 
to the ground. Rye watched impassively for a mo- 
ment, then gave a curt order. 
“Let him up. I would hear more.” 
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breath, snarling as the tip lifted slightly to allow him to 
breathe, ““He’s lying, and if you are fool enough to lis- 
ten, you are fool to dic.” 

Rye flicked him a glance. “For the moment you 
are saved, Rannulf. Don’t think I won't slit your throat if 
you annoy me, however.” 

“Do you think I fear death?” 

“Nay,” Rye said with a slight smile, “but I think you 
fear the kind of life I might give you.” 

The i 


was half , half led to a nearby tree to converse 
with the 
Fully aware of his brother’s malevolent stare and Rye’s 


distrusting breathing 
control so he could speak coherently. He ached all 


“Speak, before you’re hanged with the rest,” Rye said 
in a cold voice, and Myles sucked in a deep breath. 

“D’Esteray has Brenna and holds her until you yield.” 

Rye’s facial muscles altered slightly, and the men who 
were near took instinctive steps at the look of 
ferocity he directed toward Myles. 

““How do I know,” he asked in a soft tone that fooled 
no one, “that you do not lic?” 

Seized with uncontrollable trembling, it took Myles a 
moment to reply. “You do not. You must trust me— 
nay, lord! If you kill me now, you may not learn the 
truth until it’s too late. 

Rye had taken a step forward, a in his mailed 


Shivering in relief, Myles nodded. “Yea, lord. If you 
will but listen, I have a plan that might save my sister.” 
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ee Ok fa d’Esteray observed, “Why young lordling, 


your sister ra apes anata ong! tere 
“Nay,” Myles said, “she does not raps "tis because 
knows the reason I’m here.” 

Stiffening, Brenna wondered wildly how she could 
have been so before she snapped, “‘It should be 
that I care little for the reason! You are cut from 
same cloth as the rest of my kin, so I’m not surprised 
you have been as treacherous.” 

“Which leaves you where, Brenna?” Myles shru: 


‘a 


plan was futile now that she'd d’Esteray to rec 
ognize her anger, so she took another 
“If I must , Myles, I will choose a man who has 


igh 

“Enough,” d’Esteray said roughly. “I weary of these 
interminable discussions. Now that you know your hus- 
band is surrounded by those who seck his downfall, my 
lady, p’raps you will cease your resistance. I have a docu- 
ment for you to sign. Your brother is to deliver it.” 

Glaring at them , Brenna shook her head. “*Nay, I 
will not sign.” 


a men have better ” D’Esteray glared at 
him. “‘You've seen her; you sister is well, so 
we shall go to my chamber and hear this ‘better plan’ 
you tell of.” 


work much more quickly than sending mes- 


“We'll see, Lord Myles, we'll see.” D’Esteray shot a 
fierce glance at Brenna. “I would enjoy bringing Lyon 
low, but do not think me fool enough to trust either of 


“Trust no one, my lord,” Myles said before Brenna 
could comment. “ "Tis always much safer.” 


truth. 

Myles flushed slightly but ignored his sister, keeping 
his eyes on d’Esteray as he moved to cup Brenna’s chin 
in his palm. 

“She is lovely, Lord Myles,” d’Esteray murmured, 
“and when I take her to wife, I will use her well.” 

Stiffening, Myles said curtly, ““You must see her hus- 
band dead first, my lord.” 

D’Esteray laughed. “Aye, and to that end you will aid 


»” 


Brenna jerked away, striding to the window slit at the 


. 


far side of the room. Oiled cloth covered it, allowing in a 
diffused light but no view of the outside. “I cannot 
think why you find an advantage in me 
set psa pe ig ge ape and 


I was wed to Rye de Lyon, of little consequence at 
all except as King William saw fit to use me as a pawn.” 
She turned to look at d’Esteray, ignoring her brother. 
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Smiling, d’Esteray nodded, swinging his 
lady? We shall win, 


Brenna. “You see, my 
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“Brenna,” he called softly again, insistently, his 
ing sharper. “‘Do not tarry, or all will be lost. 
Fie: Qoeeibe, but 1 sana taban. you to take witlicat i 
seen by d’Esteray. Brenna!” 
319 


Ei 


VIRGINIA LYNN 


320 


ere 
ie nk Hi 
ie ili iit iat 
cei. See Sysase RSE BSCE 
pu PHL ae 
fe gegbeerggida Geet yasg! 
Hie pita ial 
Freer eebey ir Pedge EH 
Pract ieatars eve He apptierilri 


ae 


ef 


£ 





Z 


= 


321 


LYON’S PRIZE 


fr ity ann 
! F fils fe iis i ile 
=| 4 2ge% : ut afta Pe 
He at th 
1 i ie Tr ih ae 
Hib addi il 
2eiy 3 e 
upeitenuaie ty 


i 2h 


322 |! VIRGINIA LYNN 


the keep at her father’s side. Dunstan had been unusu- 
ally silent, keeping his own counsel when he went to 
retrieve his daughter from the hill, and she wondered at 


Finally, as their horses clattered over the wooden 
idge, Brenna ventured to ask, “Father, are you 
angry with me? You did say Rye was well, and un- 


“Aye, he is well,” Dunstan replied shortly. 
Brenna frowned. “You joined his army to come for 
me.”” 


tee de aay opcond, | Date gon Se 
body shifting slightly in the saddle as he tried to case the 
pain of a suffered in the battle. 

“And that troubles you? That he is your overlord and 
you must obcy?” 

Dunstan flashed her a baffled that made Brenna 
think of a bear she’d once seen fighting a pack of dogs. 
It had had the same agonized expression, as if not know- 
ing, how to keep fighting and not daring to stop. 

“Nay, not that. I've come to accept William’s hand, if 
not liking it. I answered the call to arms quickly enough 
i ne shin soot bi engler though Werks yo 
may credit it.”” 

Brenna’s cyes widened. It began to dawn on her what 
pained her father, and she looked slowly around. 

““My brothers—I have not heard.” 

“Dead.” 

“All of them?”’ Brenna’s throat constricted. 
“Nay, only Rannulf and Myles still live. Whitley, 
Ridgely—dead.”” 


After a moment Brenna leaned from her mount to say 
softly, “They made their choices, Father, and would 
eee ore ac net, CE 
“Nay, they would not.” Dunstan stared straight 
ahead, and Brenna saw his mouth set into a taut line. 
but sorrowing that it could not have ended differently. 
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She'd come to terms with the conquerors, and indeed, 


loved one of them. 
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“I'm sorry, Father,” she whispered finally, and when 
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Reining in 


his 
men 


him. “‘You didn’t come just to 


menue missed me?”’ she 
In answer Rye bent 
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knight with loving determination, and Beaumont 
pleased 
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her there. 
y in Rye’s embrace as he gave his mas- 
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to chain the prisoners below in the 
saw her brother Myles propped 
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were dead, but I cannot help but pray that he still suf- 

fers. He caused much trouble for all of us.” 

Fm ranch etertieneite ara 
Myiles’s hair, noting tightness of his features. 
Sliples coheat aoe tases ein SOA 
Myles looked away, his lips thinning to a taut li 

warned her of his distress. 

“Rannulf is prisoner.” Myles glanced back at her, then 
added gruffly, “I tried to persuade him to give up his 
mad quest, but he will not. Now he has no choices left. 
He will swear an oath of fealty, or he will die.” 

“Myles, I know you suffer because of their actions, 
but you should not. You tried to convince them differ- 
ently, and it is not your will if they choose another path. 
Rannulf must make his own decisions.” 

A sad smile flickered on his mouth for a moment, and 
Myles said, ‘Aye, but "tis hard to see a brother suffer, no 
matter the circumstances.” 

“I agree.” Brenna met his glance steadily. “I thought 
you had broken your oath, and it grieved me.” 

Leaning his head back against the wall, Myles closed 
his eyes. “I came to respect Lord Lyon, though it took 
me some time to come to his banner,” he murmured 
softly. “When I saw that you could love him, I knew that 
he must be a man who could command affection from 
those who served him.” 

“I?” Brenna was startled. “Who told you that I loved 
him?”’ 
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dirt from her skirts. “Lyon doesn’t seem to be 

good at guessing what's staring him in the face.” 
Pivoting on her heel, Brenna stalked away, hearing her 
brother’s soft laughter behind her. She wasn’t certain 
why she should be so irritated, except that it was vaguely 
ing to conduct one’s private affairs in front of 


oe ia reseed Lapel egy an: Sordi ys tytn ey 
promptly asked ’s in marriage, 
which Rye and Brenna had granted 
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tight to her control until he left, 


p at Raissa. 
ghtened,”’ she whispered, unable to stop the 
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smile. She had to hold 
then looked u 


in. We'll be 
"ee Combbcibier 


frightened, the first time or the fifth. 


“Pm fri 
words. 
Nodding, Raissa said, “You are only human, Brenna. 
women are 
Do not worry. I know what 


Most 
here awhile, so let me make 
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Siar ee DEINE: TO pene eaten spel seve inside: 
t a man can think about things are impor- 
congratulate 


“My success? Yi Hemphill?” 
ou mean 
Shaking his head, Beli iy “Nay. On taming the 
Seusd phuce. fou ance eal van would. end yon . 
Keeping a babe in her belly may help.” 
Rye scowled. “I have not thought of it.” 
his short reply, Beltair said, “‘You have cer- 
tainly shown her who’s master. I yow, I've not heard her 
say 


you 

“She still says me nay when the mood strikes her. I’ve 
not wed a docile wench, by any means. But I did not 
want a woman who would cringe and leap to my bid- 
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“Brenna.”” Rye xnevt beside the bed, ignoring Raissa’s 
ion that he wait. He smoothed back the damp 
ir from Brenna’s forehead. Her eyes were closed, but 


He nodded. “You are not a woman to do things 
half measure, ’tis plain to see. But two sons? I shall need 
more lands, I can tell you.” 

Shifting slightly in the bed, Brenna glanced up and 
beyond Rye to Raissa, and her hand reached out. 
Raissa, a babe in each arm, bent and laid them beside 

two 
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babies look thus when 


not be so red.” 


tates 


look like their father, don’t 
looked uncertainly at the children when 


go away, and their faces 
the infants closely. 


” 


you think, 


Appalled, Rye 


out a finger to touch the dark hair 


shrugged. 


nearest child, then 
them in loving arms, and her eyes 


of the 


Raissa 
atop the head of 


Brenna was cradling 


that warmed him. Before he 


was going to say it, Rye said softly, “I love you, 


with a contentment 


few be 
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the best. And the most valuable.” 


“You say that now,” Brenna returned, her smile weary 
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Hotpinc HER Next to him, Rye reined the black stallion 
to a halt at the top of a rise. Spring lay softly on the land, 
and a warm breeze caressed their faces. He held Brenna 
in front of him, her slender body cradled in the angle of 
his arm and chest. 

“One day,” he murmured against the fragrant mass of 
her fiery hair, “this will all to Brandon.” 

Snuggling closer, Brenna nodded, taking in the roll of 
hills green with new grass, and the flowers begi to 
bud under hedge and tree. “And Barret have the 
lands that belonged to your father in Normandy.” 

“If we have more sons,” Rye said with a laugh, “I 
shall have to go to battle again. Of course, there is the 
small keep to the south. . . .” 

“Not Marwald!” 

ee love, your brother Myles will inherit that when 

As Rannulf fled to Normandy and can- 

Nic thaa, tate whet eae T am pleased. He will be 
a good man in a fight should I need him.” 

clair Selene gomedia lan ea fee ye 
Brenna said, ““Nay, no more war, I fear for you 

“Tis my duty, chérie,” he reminded her. But Iam 
in no hurry, I promise you that.” 
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“Nay, not that. Not yet, at any rate.” Brenna took a 
breath and said softly, ““I am with child again.” 
Rye’s arm tightened involuntarily around her. 
“Again? And how do you feel?” 
“Excited. I want a daughter. One with my hair and 


sweet nature,” 
“Thank God. I tg rnin ig bear a daughter 
with sweet nature. . . .”” Rye ducked the slap she 
aimed at 


him, and keeping the stallion under control 
with his knees, he minanaed to dismount, dragging her 
with him. 
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